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Executive Summary 
 
Currently some 11% of higher education (HE) provision is provided in Further 
Education (FE) colleges and the FE sector has an important role to play in achieving 
national and regional aspirations for widening participation in HE.  The agenda to 
widen participation addresses two long-standing and interrelated policy concerns: 
promoting and sustaining economic growth and overcoming social exclusion.  To 
drive the economic agenda forward, the government has set a target for 50% of 18-30 
year olds to be participating in some form of HE by the year 2010; much of this extra 
activity will be delivered in FE colleges.   
 
The FE sector has a proven track record of meeting the needs of non-traditional 
students by providing local and flexible access to meaningful forms of HE.  
Moreover, its strong vocational focus, particularly the delivery of foundation degrees, 
has the potential to equip students with the higher-level skills that are required to 
balance the supply and demand of the regional labour market.  It is here, at the 
juxtaposition of the economic and social policy concerns, that the FE sector is making 
its significant contribution to the widening participation agenda. 
 
The research detailed in the full report showcases the work being done in four of the 
region’s FE colleges to engage widening participation students in learning 
opportunities that expand, rather than inhibit, the real opportunities they have to 
benefit from HE. 
 

• City College Norwich focused on the institutional rationale for providing HE.  
It calls attention to the importance of local access and touches upon 
progression routes to other institutions.  The key concerns it raises about the 
delivery of HE in an FE college are pertinent to the whole sector and include: 
speeding up and streamlining the admissions procedure; improving marketing; 
better quality advice and guidance procedures; heightening awareness of 
progression routes to both internal and external staff and improving the HE 
tutorial system. This report neatly provides the policy and practice contexts for 
the following studies.   

 
• Colchester Institute reports on the first phase of an innovative action research 

project investigating the benefits of ICT-based pedagogies in enabling 
collaborative learning.  It provides an insight into the diversity of the college’s 
student body and draws upon this to consider the ways in which the students 
approach both ICT and collaborative learning.  The conclusions are mixed: the 
benefits of ICT-based pedagogies are made clear but so too are the students’ 
relative reluctance to engage with them. 

 
• Peterborough Regional College addresses the aspirations and attitudes of 

potential students from underrepresented ethnic minority groups in and around 
Peterborough.  Although these students must negotiate the considerable 
obstacles presented by their socio-economic backgrounds, their intention to 
progress to HE is clear.  However, many are restricted by cultural concerns 
that may be resolved by participating in HE through the local college.   
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• West Herts College provides the final study which makes use of a survey 
addressing issues of student support and satisfaction.  It picks up on many of 
the points in the preceding studies but goes further by examining them in the 
light of staff and student attitudes to teaching and learning at the college.  The 
report closes with the encouraging conclusions that most students are satisfied 
with their studies and intend doing well.   

 
These four studies are then used to examine:  
 

• how HE in FE is understood, interpreted and experienced by the participating 
institutions, their staff and the students themselves; 

• how staff construct HE in FE and, in particular, how they respond to the 
pedagogic needs of their students; 

• the aspirations and achievements of the students, their understanding of HE 
and what it can offer them; and  

• how these students engage with the institutional identities of the colleges and 
the teaching and learning that takes place in them. 

 
HE in FE typically comprises a fraction of the workload in FE colleges but they see it 
as a vital part of their work and want to retain their HE provision even though the 
sector is overburdened with regulation.  The provision of HE articulates with the FE 
sector’s ethos of providing accessible, relevant and local educational experiences.  
However, the delivery of HE in the FE setting can be problematic: the additional 
requirements of HE (in terms of preparation, delivery and support) can be divisive 
when staff time is allocated and engaging non-traditional and widening participation 
students in HE experiences can be particularly demanding.  Nonetheless, as these four 
case studies show, staff remain supportive and motivated and continue to look for 
ways of improving the student experience. 
 
The ‘non-traditional’ students of the wider HE sector are often the traditional students 
of the FE sector.  They are the widening participation students the government wants 
to encourage into HE but their social, economic and educational backgrounds are 
likely to steer them away from the more traditional forms of HE delivered through 
universities.  As these four case studies show, many of these students rely upon the 
FE sector for access to HE: the FE colleges are not a last resort but a first choice.  HE 
in FE may well enable them to reassess and reassert their educational values and 
aspirations, giving them both the confidence and the means to progress elsewhere if 
they choose to do so, but their educational allegiances are bound up with the 
opportunity to study HE in FE because of the sector’s enduring ability to meet the 
needs of students who are often:  
 

• older and returning to study; 
• studying part-time; 
• living locally and with their family (whether with or as parents); 
• being in employment and being career-focused; 
• not looking for a lifestyle change; 
• studying vocational rather than more ‘academic’ programmes; and/or 
• sensitive to financial matters. 
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FE colleges typically offer high educational standards students can engage with, local 
access, more welcoming and less threatening learning environments for non-
traditional HE students and greater harmonisation between individual and institutional 
constructions of education.  Although not directly addressed in these studies, the FE 
sector also offers opportunities to enhance governmental visions of personal 
fulfilment, community development and the love of learning.  As many students 
would not be engaging with HE at all if they did not have the option of doing so 
through the FE sector, HE in FE provides them with a viable means of accessing the 
instrumental and intrinsic benefits of HE.   
 
The overall impression generated by this study is that the students pursuing HE 
through the FE sector were enjoying and benefiting from their studies but full 
realisation of the academic benefits may be hindered by: 
 

• poor previous achievement by the students; 
• poor student attendance; 
• student lack of commitment; 
• poor time management; 
• lack of support for literacy; 
• lack of attendance; 
• lack of staff communication; and/or 
• lack of appropriate careers advice. 

 
Such problems will move from the margins to the mainstream as colleges respond to 
the increasing numbers of students being encouraged to engage with HE.  These 
students may well require:  
 

• more academic and administrative support; 
• greater structure to courses of study; 
• dispersal of the academic workload; and/or 
• greater academic guidance. 

 
Yet whereas LSC funding ringfences learning support for FE students, there is no 
equivalent HEFCE funding for HE students.  Nonetheless, as these cases make clear, 
colleges are providing at least some of the support that may be needed – and often in 
ways that may not be possible, or that simply do not happen, in university settings.   
 
From a college perspective, the successful achievement of the government’s 
aspiration for growth in HE in FE is dependent upon: 
 

• HEFCE taking responsibility for funding all HE and ending the anomaly of 
differently funded prescribed and non-prescribed HE; 

• agreed criteria for the extension of directly funded HE in colleges to increase 
their autonomy and to release them from the legal, regulatory and financial 
burdens associated with indirect funding; 

• transparent and equitable arrangements for indirectly funded HE regulated by 
HEFCE that enable colleges to plan long term; 
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• the availability of funding for HE certificates and small credit-based HE 
programmes on the same basis as is available to HEIs to enable them to better 
meet the needs of employers; 

• access to capital funding to build the infrastructure for HE in FE; 
• the development of Centres of HE Excellence with a remit for supporting and 

disseminating the development of good practice throughout the sector; 
• the implementation of IQER (the proposed new QAA method of Integrated 

Quality Enhancement and Review) to ensure quality assurance processes that 
consider HE in FE holistically and to produce outcomes that provide a basis 
for comparison of HE wherever delivered; 

• parity between part- and full-time students in respect of fees and financial 
support; and a joint LSC/HEFCE strategy for implementing the FE White 
Paper and for employer engagement. 

 
Growth in HE in FE is also dependent upon colleges rising to the challenge of greater 
autonomy through:  
 

• developing HE strategies that sit within a whole college mission focused on 
employability and progression; 

• working proactively within Lifelong Learning Networks to secure well-
founded progression routes to HE and employment; and  

• developing and maintaining high quality HE provision of sufficient capacity to 
provide a worthwhile student experience. 

 
With these conditions in place, the FE sector will be able to continue making a 
significant contribution to the widening participation agenda for HE.  Without them, 
those potential students targeted by widening participation policies may well be 
deprived of the real opportunity to successfully engage with and benefit from HE.  
There is much that other HE institutions can learn from the experience of the FE 
sector in engaging with ‘non-traditional’ students.  One lesson that must be learned is 
that HE in FE is a vital and dynamic component of the drive to expand access to HE.   
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Introduction 
  
Widening participation in higher education (HE) is at the heart of the drive to promote 
economic development and social inclusion in the East of England.  The further 
education (FE) sector makes a significant contribution to these twin policy concerns 
by enabling non-traditional students to engage in meaningful forms of HE and by 
providing strong vocational links between HE and the labour market.  The importance 
of the FE sector to the widening participation agenda has been recognised at national 
and regional levels (DfES, 2003, 2006; EEDA, 2004, EERA, 2004) and has recently 
been given further emphasis by the Foster Review (2005) and the Leitch Report 
(2006) and in the Queen’s Speech marking the opening of the 2006/07 parliamentary 
session.  The government intends to increase the number of HE students in FE 
colleges as a means of meeting widening participation targets and FE colleges could 
be allowed to award their own degrees under further plans for the sector. 
 
There is considerable potential for the wider HE sector to learn from the experiences 
of FE colleges delivering HE to the students the government is reaching out to.  Here 
we present the findings of studies carried out in four of the region’s FE colleges.  
Each has its own focus and each contributes to our overall concern to examine the 
ease with which the FE sector engages non-traditional students in learning 
opportunities that expand, rather than inhibit, the real opportunities these students 
have to benefit from HE.  We begin by addressing the national and regional HE policy 
contexts and by providing an overview of HE in FE.  Each of the four studies that 
follow gives insight into different aspects of the HE in FE experience.  The report 
concludes by drawing upon all four studies to consider the significance of the FE 
sector’s contribution to the widening participation agenda. 
 
 
 
The Policy Context 
 
The FE sector has an important role to play in achieving national and regional 
aspirations for widening participation in HE.  The agenda to widen participation – in 
terms of increasing the overall number of students and of recruiting more students 
from historically underrepresented social groups – addresses two long-standing and 
interrelated policy concerns: promoting and sustaining economic growth and 
overcoming social exclusion (DfES, 2003, 2006; EEDA, 2004, EERA, 2004; Foster, 
2005).  The economic argument is that competitiveness, growth and sustainability all 
demand a highly qualified workforce (Leitch, 2006).  At the regional level, the East of 
England Development Agency (EEDA) has identified the need to ‘develop more 
effective mechanisms for matching supply and demand of higher level skills’ (EEDA, 
2004, p. 29) and the Regional Skills and Competitiveness Partnership has reiterated 
this (Williams & Swift, 2006).  From the individual perspective, highly qualified 
workers are better able to negotiate the uncertainties of a dynamic labour market.  The 
social justice argument is that too many people remain excluded from the economic 
benefits generated by greater employability as well as from the wider benefits HE is 
supposed to bring (HEFCE, 2001). 
 
The widening participation agenda for HE articulates with the government’s vision of 
the FE sector which is seen as a powerhouse driving economic development and 
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social justice whilst simultaneously enhancing community development and instilling 
in its students a sense of personal fulfilment and the love of learning (DfES, 2006).  
Realising both of these policy concerns requires more than simply getting more 
students into HE: it requires students to be engaged with meaningful forms of HE that 
enhance their lives, particularly, but not exclusively, their working lives (Watts, 
2006).  This continues to be problematic because for many people, particularly those 
from historically underrepresented social groups, traditional forms of HE can be both 
alien and alienating (Bridges, 2000; Watts & Bridges, 2004, 2006).   
 
To drive the economic agenda forward, the government has set a target for 50% of 18-
30 year olds to be participating in some form of HE by the year 2010 (DfES, 2003).  
A rising cohort of 18 year olds means that a further 7% of the 18-30 population group 
needs to be engaged in HE to meet this target.  With HE still an overwhelmingly 
middle class activity, these extra students will need to be recruited from historically 
under-represented social groups (Watts & Bridges, 2004).  However, not all young 
people require traditional ‘academic’ qualifications to enter their preferred 
employment and many, particularly those targeted by the government’s widening 
participation agenda, have needs and aspirations that do not articulate with traditional 
forms of full-time, campus-based HE that require them to live away from home 
(Watts & Bridges, 2004). 
 
At the same time, a growing number of older students are engaging with HE, often 
through part-time study (Watts et al, 2006).  Lacking the opportunity and/or the desire 
to progress to HE at eighteen, they are likely to be in employment and trying to 
balance their studies with commitments at home and work.  Engaging with HE may 
lead to personal development but their main concern is the acquisition of skills and 
knowledge that will enable them to enhance their current and future employment 
opportunities.  Such students are likely to require local delivery and ‘out of hours’ 
provision if they are to successfully engage with HE but the region’s universities are 
not always able (or, indeed, willing) to offer these conditions. 
 
The FE sector has a proven track record of meeting the needs of such non-traditional 
students by providing local and flexible access to meaningful forms of HE (HEFCE, 
2003; EEDA, 2004; DfES, 2006).  Moreover, its strong vocational focus, particularly 
the delivery of foundation degrees, has the potential to equip students with the higher 
level skills that are required to balance the supply and demand of the regional labour 
market (Williams & Swift, 2006).  It is here, at the juxtaposition of the economic and 
social policy concerns, that the FE sector is making its significant contribution to the 
widening participation agenda. 
 
 
 
Widening Participation in HE: the role of the FE sector  
 
At present, there are approximately 200,000 students engaged in some form of HE in 
more than 300 FE colleges.  Although much of the focus of HE in FE (Dearing, 1997; 
DfES, 2006) is on the provision of sub-degree HE (particularly the new foundation 
degrees) the sector offers a wide range of HE programmes.  FE colleges in England 
currently deliver: 
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• 86% of HNCs 
• 59% of HNDs 
• 42% of foundation degrees 
• 3% of degrees 

 
FE colleges are committed to widening participation in HE and engaging students 
from underrepresented backgrounds and groups.  UCAS data shows that HE students 
in FE colleges are drawn much more from middle- and lower-income groups than is 
true for the HE sector in general.  Moreover, data from OFFA indicates that where 
colleges are charging top-up fees, they are also using a higher percentage of this extra 
income on widening access and bursaries than HEIs.   
 
Colleges provide learners with: 
 

• the only opportunity to study at higher levels in some parts of the region; 
• HE that fits in with their domestic and work responsibilities; 
• student-centred, supportive HE for learners who have the aptitude for HE but 

need their HE skills and confidence developed;  
• seamless progression from FE to HE; and 
• opportunities to access specialist and niche programmes in high quality, well-

resourced specialist colleges. 
 
Colleges meet the needs of employers through: 
 

• vocational HE that is characteristically local, flexible and responsive and 
therefore capable of short-cycle provision; 

• jointly planned and delivered foundation degrees; 
• specialist and vocational HE that is responsive to the local (as well as national) 

skills and employability agenda; and 
• HE that complements the work of HEIs and reaches parts of the community 

that HEIs do not reach. 
 
These contributions to the economic and social strands of the widening participation 
agenda are highlighted here in the research undertaken in and by four of the FE 
colleges in the East of England. 
 
 
 
The Research  
 
The research we report on here showcases the work being done in four of the region’s 
FE colleges to engage widening participation students in learning opportunities that 
expand, rather than inhibit, the real opportunities they have to benefit from HE.  Each 
of the four colleges identified a particular issue to address and the research was 
carried out by members of the college with support from ACER and the VHI. 
 
We begin with a case study of City College Norwich that illustrates the institutional 
rationale for providing HE.  It calls attention to the importance of local access and 
touches upon progression routes to other institutions.  The key concerns it raises about 
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the delivery of HE in an FE college are pertinent to the whole sector and it neatly 
provides the policy and practice contexts for the following studies.   
 
Colchester Institute reports on the first phase of an innovative action research project 
investigating the benefits of ITC-based pedagogies in enabling collaborative learning.  
It provides an insight into the diversity of the college’s student body and draws upon 
this to consider the ways in which the students approach both ICT and collaborative 
learning.  The conclusions are mixed: the benefits of ICT-based pedagogies are made 
clear but so too are the students’ relative reluctance to engage with them. 
 
The third report, from Peterborough Regional College, addresses the aspirations and 
attitudes of potential students from underrepresented ethnic minority groups in and 
around Peterborough.  Although these students must negotiate the considerable 
obstacles presented by their socio-economic backgrounds, their intention to progress 
to HE is clear.  However, many are restricted by cultural concerns that may be 
resolved by participating in HE through the local college.   
 
West Herts College provides the final study which makes use of a survey addressing 
issues of student support and satisfaction.  It picks up on many of the points in the 
preceding studies but goes further by examining them in the light of staff and student 
attitudes to teaching and learning at the college.  The report closes with the 
encouraging conclusions that most students are satisfied with their studies and intend 
doing well.   
 
The issues raised in these four studies are then considered to address: 
 

• how HE in FE is understood, interpreted and experienced by the participating 
institutions, their staff and the students themselves; 

• how staff construct HE in FE and, in particular, how they respond to the 
pedagogic needs of their students; 

• the aspirations and achievements of the students, their understanding of HE 
and what it can offer them; and  

• how these students engage with the institutional identities of the colleges and 
the teaching and learning that takes place in them. 

 
The report closes by highlighting the key issues influencing the successful delivery of 
HE in FE. 
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Case Study 1: A Case Study of City College Norwich 
 
John Cockburn, City College Norwich 
 
 
Introduction 
 
This chapter reports on a piece of research that examined how the higher education 
(HE) curriculum is integrated along with the further education (FE) curriculum at City 
College Norwich (CCN) and highlights a number of issues the college and the FE 
sector face.  CCN is the largest further and higher education college in the East of 
England employing 1,300 full-time staff teaching over 18,600 learners.  The college 
prides itself on its broad and comprehensive curriculum offer and has responded to 
the widening participation (WP) and skills agenda with enthusiasm. Its attitudes and 
resource allocation towards educational inclusivity are impressive and it sees itself as 
the focal point for the delivery of social and economic development for the local city 
and surrounding rural area. HE represents approximately 10% of its activity and spans 
programmes from HNC to PhD. As with other colleges, recent changes in Learning 
and Skills Council (LSC) priorities have brought about a decline in some adult 
education and leisure and pleasure courses. 
 
 
Method 
 
Interviews were carried out with key informants; documentary analyses of learner and 
staff surveys were utilised; and, as the author works at the college, participant 
observation features significantly. Triangulation of data and findings – along with 
appropriate ethical procedures – has ensured as far as possible an unbiased report. As 
a case study is seen as a ‘unique instance in action’ or a ‘singular bounded system’ no 
claims for generalisation are made, though it is likely the issues raised by this study 
will resonate with readers who work in colleges and other similar settings. Fieldwork 
was ethnographic in nature and analytic categories emerged inductively from the 
‘socially embedded meanings and experiences’ that surfaced. A limited form of 
grounded theory was used for analysis. 
 
 
Higher Education: the Virtual Faculty 
 
Development of HE at CCN: The Conditions for Growth 
 
The HE in FE agenda stimulated thinking at the college years before it became a 
national issue for several key reasons. Firstly the nearby University of East Anglia 
(UEA) produced highly qualified educational professionals who lived locally and 
gained employment at the college and whose personal commitment inspired the 
development of the provision. Secondly, it is a frequent refrain in the area that CCN is 
‘the polytechnic Norwich never had’. This large regional capital and surrounding rural 
community looks to the college as being the provider of higher level vocational 
qualifications. Thirdly the relationship with Anglia Ruskin University (ARU, 
formerly Anglia Polytechnic University) was strong and the college was significant in 
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what was called the Regional Partnership with the granting of professorships by ARU 
to senior FE staff. Finally, until 2002 the college was led by a Principal who was a 
member of the Higher Education Funding Council for England and Wales (HEFCE) 
and who anticipated the subsequent HE in FE drive. Together, these provided the 
conditions which would nurture the development of an FE college which was unusual 
in its capacity to provide an HE experience for the local community. 
 
 
HE the Virtual Faculty 
 
The HE Faculty is comprised of a Dean, Assistant Dean, HE manager, a tracking 
secretariat and a wide range of academic staff whose ‘transitory’ membership of the 
HE faculty is determined by their teaching load. An Education Team sits within the 
Faculty. It is comprised of 16 full and part-time staff and delivers the CertEd/ PGCE, 
BA, MA and other staff development programmes. Across other curriculum areas 
some staff remain in one educational division, but most academic staff fluctuate 
across the HE and FE boundary frequently in any one week depending on the level of 
courses on which they teach. There is also a unique Research Centre employing 
approximately 12 staff and turning over more than £250k per year on a wide variety 
of research projects. A strikingly impressive feature occurs annually at Norwich 
Cathedral when the graduation ceremony takes place. This is an event many 
universities would be proud of. HE clearly plays a very significant role at the college 
at various levels: psychologically for individuals, culturally for teams, pedagogically 
for professional educators, and financially for managers. Higher aspirations and the 
delivery of complex vocational and academic skills are the outcomes for the 
community and local economy. 
 
 
Strategic Implications 
 
The Role of HE in the College 
 
The nomenclature of the college flags the message that it delivers Higher Education 
through the suffix of its title: a College of Further and Higher Education. It is 
therefore surprising that the volume of work attracted by the HE curriculum offer 
represents only around 10% of activity. Similarly, the college mission statement 
locates the HE function as the fourth of five points when it states the college will: 
‘Provide the primary vocational Higher Education provision for the region.’  
 
However, the role of HE is not underestimated by the Principal who sees the HE 
mission in a more vibrant way: 
 

“HE is a critical component of the work we do and a strategic strength. 
We are the primary provider of vocational Higher Education in the 
east…certainly in Norfolk.” 

 
The challenge for the college is to: 
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“Provide awareness in the community that firstly HE can be for you; 
secondly that this college delivers HE.  And thirdly we must ensure the 
HE curriculum offer meets the supply and demand side”. 

 
The strategic issue for the Principal is to ensure the college provides an appropriate 
offer to learners and meets the needs of employers; and he emphasises the primary 
focus has to move more towards the demand side – the employers.  
 
 
The New Vocationalism 
 
There is however a difficulty which is common across the East of England and it is 
one of aspiration and participation (Watts & Bridges, 2004, 2006). The engagement of 
16+ learners at level 3 and below is well below national figures and the explanation to 
this is contested. 
 
Whilst accepting there is a greater degree of ‘contentedness’ in the region the 
Principal rejects the idea that the culture of the area is low on aspiration but accepts 
that participation in further education is likely to be a requirement for expansion in 
HE provision. He states: 
 

“Widening participation has happened for the sector…  Now they are 
mainstream. The sector expanded to take in millions more learners but 
the size of the cake never increased in proportion… And we have to 
increase post 16 participation if we are to grow HE. An increase in our 
FE work of 2% say (its only an example) might follow through as a 
growth of 0.5% in our HE”. 

 
This is an interesting point. Given most of the college’s HE students have come out of 
the FE provision, the continued health of that area is critical for the growth of HE as 
those learners progress. 
 
Another strategy the Principal has is what he referred to as ‘targeted participation’: 
 

“We must be more sophisticated in our analysis. Vocationalism is a 
form of modernisation. If we have a potential learner saying they want 
to be a really good motor vehicle engineer we get them on a foundation 
degree; if they say they want to be a disc jockey then we get them on a 
sound engineer course. And we are well     placed to train technicians 
and engineers for the renewable energy industry particularly with UEA 
up the road. The way we do this is through our foundation degrees”. 

 
For the Principal these are also examples of the kind of higher aspirations relevant to 
the people of the region. Vocationalism is seen as radical modernisation; a curriculum 
experience appropriate to this age and location. It is not the second best form of 
training of the ‘cultural heritage’ ideology (secondary modern schooling) but of a 
more radical tradition. Vocationalism here is seen as emancipatory not oppressive. 
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The Transfer of the Validating Body and the Transfer of Student Numbers  
 
The recent transfer of validation procedures from ARU and the subsequent 
development of closer relationships with UEA is connected with his thinking: 
 

“Our relationship with UEA is a nice fit and is complementary. Our 
foundation degree students can top up there 2 miles down the road. 
They wouldn’t go to Chelmsford or Colchester… It’s also a huge 
resource for students and staff. And lets be honest, it has greater status 
and credibility.” 

 
However there is a concern: 
 

“The question is whether we can get through this coming year with the 
impact of top-up fees. If we lose it [the HE provision] it’ll be difficult to 
get back.”  

 
This is a view later echoed by the Dean of Faculty. 
 
 
What’s in it for UEA? 
 
Given the historic relationship the college had with ARU we might ask what brought 
about the change to UEA. There is more than one reason. Firstly, for purely logistical 
and practical reasons the Principal thought it made much more sense to be with the 
local university ‘down the road’. Secondly, the value to UEA is that the relationship 
with the college helps them meet their widening participation targets. Despite the very 
considerable growth of vocational courses at UEA they are happy to be the 
progression route to which Foundation Degree students may go for ‘top up’. Thirdly, 
a recent QAA report criticised ARU and brought about a restructure and a 
streamlining of provision which included the demise of the Regional Partnership 
(though this was not directly referred to in the report). And an additional underlying 
factor was the part played by HEFCE’s re-organisation of Higher Education in the 
East of England and the role played by the Vice Chancellor of UEA. 
 
Moreover there is very little conflict of interest. The Principal notes ‘we won’t go on 
their turf and they won’t come on ours’; similar metaphors were used by the HE 
manager when he spoke of ‘fishing in different ponds’. 
 
 
Setting Up the HE Faculty 
 
The college HE Faculty is led by a Dean supported by an Assistant Dean and HE 
Manager who see themselves as ‘brokers’ who mediate between HE needs, 
expectations and procedures. They have two main purposes. Firstly, they are co-
ordinating and organising the transfer of the college’s main HE validating body from 
ARU (Chelmsford) to UEA (Norwich). Secondly, they are attempting to raise the 
profile, improve the quality and arrest the decline in HE numbers. The former is a 
major immediate task and involves the fresh validation of all HE programmes by 
UEA Panels and the transfer of all student numbers from ARU to UEA. 
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The Dean describes how the Faculty came into existence: 
 

“The previous Principal approached me to take an HE co-ordinating 
role. This would co-ordinate HE activities like curriculum development. 
We thought a synergy between groups would be healthy along with a 
higher education ethos in the college. It was intended there would be 
HE co-ordinators in each curriculum area. The the new Principal, to his 
credit, gave it some thought but decided to organise it in a different way 
as part of a faculty structure” 

 
However, although the formal organisation changed with the change in Principal 
(three years ago) the main purposes of the HE project and its underlying philosophy 
remained much the same. Its purpose is to heighten the profile of HE in the college, 
improve its quality and, above all, serve the needs of learners in the community. 
 
 
Critical Issues for the HE Faculty 
 
The second major purpose of the HE Faculty is to raise the profile and heighten the 
quality of the provision at the college. A number of issues have been identified by the 
Faculty staff and developments are underway to address them. The particular 
challenges the HE Faculty are presently addressing include the following: 
 

• speeding up and streamlining the admissions procedure 
• improving marketing 
• ensuring better quality advice and guidance procedures are in place across the 

college 
• heightening awareness of progression routes to both internal and external staff 
• redistributing assessment tasks throughout a module to avoid back-end loading 
• improving the HE tutorial system 

 
 
Speeding up and streamlining the admissions procedure 
 
Problems with recruitment to HE feature in a variety of ways including awareness of 
progression routes by in-house staff, a sometimes cumbersome admissions procedure 
and some staff attitudes. An HE manager explains: 
 

“The admissions procedure could be slow and cumbersome. Someone 
could have applied early, get an acknowledgement at around Christmas 
then hear nothing for months. At around April or May half the inquiries 
Admissions take are about what’s happening with their applications.” 

 
The HE Faculty developed and introduced an admissions protocol but this was not 
fully adopted by all curriculum areas. The faculty is ‘virtual’ and this may reduce its 
authority to require adherence to the protocol. The ‘Admissions Centre’ and its 
procedures are continuously being explored to find ways to improve efficiency. 
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Improving marketing 
 
Initiatives are regularly taken to publicise and market the college’s HE provision to 
the wider community. These include road-shows at various popular events and 
venues, open days, visits to schools and case studies of successful learners and 
courses in the local press. High quality leaflets and brochures are produced to support 
these occasions. 
 
It is seen as important to highlight the provision in schools too. The HE manager 
explains: 
 

I try to get into the schools and there is sometimes resistance because 
their own 6th forms are competitors. So now I emphasise I’m talking 
about courses suitable to those aged 18 plus… UEA have 12 people 
happy to distribute our material when they go around to the schools. 
They have been very helpful. They see we’re fishing in different ponds. 

 
The marketing of the HE provision (as well as the identification of those responsible 
for it) was reported as a concern by those in the curriculum areas delivering it. This 
echoes the point made earlier by the dean and it raises the issues about where the 
boundary lies around a teaching job. 
 
 
Ensuring better quality advice and guidance procedures are in place across the 
college 
 
A major concern expressed by the HE manager is the significance of advice, guidance 
and interviewing: 
 

“Sometimes it’s assumed that if you’ve achieved a qualification at one 
level you can do the one above automatically. So, for example, if you 
get a National Diploma you can manage a Foundation Degree [but] 
guidance and support is needed to go from Level 3 to Level 4. Without 
it there’s a high drop out rate.” 

 
The views of the manager should be put in perspective by noting a set of alternative 
perceptions. During a recent survey, staff were asked their views on how well the 
college responded to and dealt with enquiries, interviews and admissions. Of the 93 
who responded, 78 selected ‘Okay’ to ‘Excellent’ and only 15 ‘Poor’ to ‘Very Poor’.  
 
 
Heightening awareness of progression routes to both internal and external staff 
 
The HE manager highlights problems with communication and progression routes: 
 

“Our purpose is to raise the profile of HE within the college both 
internally and externally. Some staff may not know about the 
progression routes available to their learners within the college.” 
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And there is an additional problem that comes from in-house. Some college staff 
encourage their learners not to stay at CCN: 
 

“Some of our own staff tell their learners it’s time for them to enter the 
world and fly the nest and to go away for their higher education”. 

 
 
Redistributing assessment tasks throughout a module to avoid back-end loading 
 
Another educational feature thought to be a problem for the HE in FE student 
concerns assessment planning and the role of feedback on assessed work. The HE 
manager expresses this thus: 
 

“Feedback on work can be absent for a long time because of the way 
assessments are planned. Students do work but it’s back-end loaded – 
set at the end of the term or semester. Assessment should be spread 
across smaller pieces of work and kick in earlier. This could build 
confidence.” 

 
And assessment tasks could be more creative to the benefit of staff and students: 
 

“The assessment could be a single essay to be submitted in week 12. 
Some staff have no confidence in other forms of assessment that could 
lighten the load. There’s a choke point at the end of the first semester 
which drags them over into semester two.” 

 
The build up of incomplete, failed or referred work is obviously a factor which could 
amplify the tendency to withdraw.  
 
 
Improving the HE tutorial system 
 
The fact that the HE in FE learner may come from a less academic or ‘non-traditional 
background’ has, as indicated above, very significant implications for planning, 
delivery and assessment. The need for greater learning support as learners engage 
with higher level academic work is seen as critical and one clear manifestation of this 
is the higher educational tutorial. 
 
The problem is described as follows:  
 

“Our HE students are sometimes not prepared for it [academic work]. 
They are not here with A, B & Cs at A level but lower grades and 
NVQs. They might never have written essays”. 

 
It is important to recognise that tutorials are provided but they are not part of a 
structured framework across the college. This contrasts with the further education 
context in which individual and group tutorials are an LSC-funded entitlement. When 
asked their views of the quality of tutorials, 90 staff who responded selected ‘Okay’ 
or better and 11 thought ‘Poor’ or worse. 
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Implications of the Transfer to UEA 
 
The dean was asked to reflect on some of the key issues concerning the HE Faculty.  
Recruitment, retention and achievement were central to his thinking, particularly in 
relation to the transfer of numbers to UEA: 
 

“We do have a high attrition rate from our HE and we have to do 
something about it. We’re moving from ARU to UEA (as our validating 
body) so we’re moving from a teaching to a research focused university 
which may mean that we have less tolerance over meeting student 
number targets.” 

 
The transfer from ARU to UEA is therefore concentrating minds and sharpening 
focus on the need to improve recruitment, retention and achievement. The procedure 
itself is being used to lever change. As an HE manager explained: 
 

“Targets that have been set are ambitious. We’re using the transfer to 
UEA as a vehicle to improve them.” 

 
The Dean makes this point about targets: 
 

“We should encourage course leaders to take responsibility for meeting 
the targets of their own courses. We negotiate a target with them and if 
they judge there to be, say, 20 potential learners they should recruit at 
least 20 as part of their professional responsibilities. Unfortunately, at 
the moment, this view is not shared by all, not everyone sees it as part 
of their role. If we give ownership of the target at the course leader 
level and it works up it should work out that we meet our overall targets 
as a college.” 

 
 
Student Perceptions 
 
The staff of the college pride themselves on the quality of support they provide to all 
learners and we should not lose sight of the learners’ experiences. Almost 400 took 
part in a survey which asked evaluative questions. Two questions provide particularly 
important data. The first question was: 
 

Would you recommend your course to someone else? 
 
Responses were: 
 
 a. Not at all  5% 

b. Blank  14% 
c. Strongly  24% 
d. Fairly Strongly 37% 
e. A little  20% 

 
 
 

 16



The second question was: 
 

Would you recommend CCN to someone else? 
 
Responses were:  
 

a. Not at all  6% 
b. Blank  16% 
c. Strongly  20% 
d. Fairly Strongly 36% 
e. A little  22% 

 
This data does not allow for complacency but nor should the merit it reveals be passed 
over without acknowledgement. 
 
 
Staffing Issues in HE in FE 
 
A recurring theme in interviews was the distinction between those who supported and 
taught the HE provision and those who felt it did not belong in a predominantly FE 
college. Those who were uncomfortable with HE felt the level 3 and below work 
possessed the following qualities: 
 

• Detailed Syllabus: Level 3 and below courses are supported by detailed 
syllabus contents or specifications which strongly guide planning, assessment 
and delivery. Some staff would feel safer working in an educational context 
where there is strong prescription coming from the awarding or examining 
bodies. Assessment tasks and marking schemes are also provided and 
authorised by the awarding or examination body. 

• Curriculum Models: Level 3 and below teachers tend to be more comfortable 
with clear product objectives which offer clarity and lack of ambiguity. This 
leads to a discussion beyond the remit of this paper but raises questions and 
challenges assumptions about the process of learning and the nature of 
knowledge. 

• Generality of Teaching: Higher-level subject expertise is less necessary at 
level 3 and below and remains in the comfort zone of many teachers. 

 
This contrasts with HE in the following ways: 
 

• Each HE module is supported by a brief ‘Module Definition Form’ rather than 
a detailed syllabus which allows for greater interpretation by the teacher. 

• Teaching through a product model tends to give way to a process style of 
delivery (though this is disputed by those teaching more ‘factual’ subjects) as 
the level of teaching rises. 

• HE requires greater specialisation and depth of subject knowledge compared 
to FE. This indeed can be a major staffing problem, particularly for those 
industries where technological change is rapid and the private companies 
responsible for the advances provide training (DfES 2006; Leitch, 2006). 
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The differences between HE and FE teaching can also give rise to some tensions felt 
by some HE staff. Some explain that their work takes greater preparation, requires 
higher level vocational as well as teaching expertise; and this means more is required 
of them for shorter amounts of time compared to their FE colleagues. They point out 
that within the 800 timetabled teaching hours of the FE staff, time is given for course 
leadership, internal and external verification and group and individual tutorials. 
Combine that with more ‘repeat lessons’ or duplicated groups and their 800 hours get 
used up quickly. 
 
Further, a small minority of HE staff also feel that organisationally HE is less well 
treated due to the dominance of FE. This includes HE sessions being timetabled 
subsequent to FE and getting the ‘left over’ accommodation; and because each HE 
member of staff is unlikely to reach 800 hours of HE work they ‘get the FE groups 
and/or topics nobody else wants.’  The growth of the 14-19 provision also means the 
physical environment is being affected with the growing number of boisterous 14-16 
year olds on the campus. 
 
This view is not necessarily strong across the whole college but it does raise questions 
at levels of strategy and organisation about the HE provision. While accepting that it 
does not fully address the greater time needs of the HE teacher, managers point out 
that they are allocated additional developmental time. However a staff survey 
revealed that 67% of the staff (86) were unaware of this allowance. 
 
 
HE in FE: a Special Ethos 
 
If a distinction is made between HE in FE and HE in HE we can draw out 
characteristics unique to the former through comparison with the university sector and 
its traditional academic students. Is HE in FE attempting to emulate the university 
experience or is it a quite different thing? At CCN the view is taken that the HE in FE 
experience is an alternative that possesses its own qualities. The Dean explained that: 
 

“I thought HE should have a separate flavour from FE in that the needs 
of our own students are different from the needs of our FE students. We 
may develop an HE in FE ethos but we’re not going to replicate the 
university experience – nor should we try”.  

 
He was keen to stress the need for a different student experience: 
 

“What concerns me is parity of esteem, not emulating the university 
experience in a college. A good proportion of our students don’t want to 
go to university: they want to be here. Fifty percent of our students are 
mature students and fifty percent are part-time. They don’t want to be in 
a community of 18-21year olds, they want to come and go… And of 
those who are 18-21 here, they don’t want the 200 seat lecture theatre 
followed by seminars with the lack of structure that entails. They 
welcome more structure here because of their ‘non-traditional’ nature”. 

 
As indicated here, the structuring of provision was seen to be highly significant: 
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“The danger in HE in FE is that we teach our HE like FE only more so. 
We teach more intensively [but] that’s not the right way to go. Many of 
our students require structure, but this is different to the structure 
provided to our FE students. There’s a danger that as teaching becomes 
higher there’s the removal of pedagogy but no subsequent increase in 
andragogy”. 

 
With these remarks the Dean of Faculty is outlining a particular positioning of the HE 
in FE student in terms of teaching style and learner needs. It is not the style required 
by the FE in FE student, nor the style of the HE in HE student. Whilst recognising 
some degree of caricature here, the distinction could be summarised thus: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

HE in FE 
*high support 
*structured andragogy 
*holistic to academic 
*assessment: traditional academic 

HE in HE 
*low support 
*independent learning 
*academic to holistic 
*assessment: traditional academic 

 
 
In contrast to the more heterogeneous learner profile of undergraduate programmes of 
the universities, the diversity of those engaged in HE in FE includes being: 
 

• older 
• part-time 
• local and living with their family 
• employed 
• not looking for a lifestyle change 
• studying vocational rather than academic programmes 
• career focused 
• sensitive to financial matters 

 
The variance within the HE in FE learner profile is significant against virtually every 
measurable factor compared to the typical university cohort. It follows that teaching, 
learning and assessment strategies that support the vocational learner need to be 
amplified to counter their potential lower confidence and different academic skills. In 
particular the following suggestions for good practice emerge from this study: 
 

• Supportive admissions procedures that have rapid response times 
• User friendly marketing materials 
• Awareness of progression routes by staff  
• Information and guidance giving sessions 
• Awareness of the curriculum offer by the wider community especially the 

schools 
• Educational planning that supports the adult lifestyle with flexibility 
• Assessment strategies that spread across the course 
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• Co-ordination between HE staff regarding assessment times 
• More creative, relevant and fit for purpose assessment tasks 
• Speedy feedback and marking turnaround times 
• Timetabled tutorials with individualised action planning 

 
Given this different learner profile with associated learner needs and alternative 
preferences to the traditional HE student, it behoves the HE in FE community of 
educational professionals to structure an educational and assessment strategy 
commensurate with the life experiences of their students. It could be argued the issues 
the college teacher confronts are more wide ranging, complex and challenging than 
those of the university lecturer or schoolteacher. The capacity to deliver an 
andragogical style appropriate to the HE in FE learner requires a personal set of 
values, reservoir of skills and level of commitment and motivation more commonly 
associated with a calling than a profession. 
 
These issues raise questions about entry qualifications and professional standards, 
ongoing CPD and the conditions under which FE staff work. With greater emphasis 
being placed on the role of the FE sector in delivering HE, these are significant issues 
that are beyond the scope of this current study but that require further investigation. 
Although there have been some moves to address them at CCN they clearly need to 
be addressed in greater detail across the FE sector. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
In this paper a case study of Norwich City College has been presented with the focus 
on the role of HE within the FE context. We have explored a range of issues the 
college faces and reflected on the ways it is addressing them. The change from ARU 
as the awarding body to UEA has thrown a number of these challenges into relief. A 
set of pedagogic issues has also been explored and we moved to reflecting on the 
special ethos characteristic of this form of HE. A number of practical 
recommendations and examples of good practice are included. 
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Case Study 2: ICT at Colchester Institute 
 
Ian Davis, Colchester Institute 
Liz Cristofoli, ACER 
 
 
Colchester Institute has recently installed Microsoft’s Sharepoint software with the 
intent of enabling students to work remotely on group tasks and to communicate at a 
rich level by the use of text, voice and video conferencing tools.  This chapter reports 
on the first stage of an action research project assessing the viability of the college’s 
use of Sharepoint and considers the students’ attitudes to collaborative working and 
their current and potential engagement with ICT-based pedagogies.  In particular, it 
draws attention to the reluctance of many students to fully exploit the advantages of 
ICT in their learning.  Whilst there is clearly a long way to go before they are able and 
willing to take advantage of ICT-based pedagogies, and whilst many have concerns 
about collaborative learning, the research reported here is extremely useful in terms of 
detailing student attitudes to ICT.  The chapter concludes with reflections on the 
potential of ICT in general, and Sharepoint in particular, to enhance the learning 
environments and experiences of widening participation students. 
 
 
Introduction  
 
Colchester Institute is a college of Further Education (FE) and Higher Education (HE) 
located on two main sites in Colchester and Clacton in the county of Essex.  There are 
currently nearly 3,000 full-time and 6,500 part-time students and 480 full-time 
equivalent staff.  Full-time provision is mainly vocational, concentrating on levels 1, 2 
and 3 although provision in most areas is from level 1 to level 4.  The majority of full-
time students are aged 16 to 18 and are following courses at levels 1, 2 and 3 but there 
is a significant amount of provision at level 4.  The college offers a range of HE 
courses currently validated by Anglia Ruskin University, although the college is 
transferring to the University of Essex as its chosen HE partner and this will be 
completed by the 2006/07 session.  Courses include HNC, HND, Foundation Degree, 
BA and BSc (Hons) and NVQ levels 4 and 5.  One MA degree is offered – in music.  
In the current academic year (2005/06) there are 1,094 students enrolled on HE 
programmes.  Half of the students (535) are aged 18-29, most (636) are studying part-
time, two thirds (733) are female, a small minority (40) recorded some form of 
disability and the overwhelming majority (997) are White.   
 
 
Virtual Learning Environments  
 
In the traditional approach to HE teaching, most class time is spent with the tutor 
lecturing and the students watching and listening.  The students work individually on 
assignments and cooperation is not encouraged.  However, teacher-centred 
pedagogical approaches are currently being questioned for their effectiveness.  Active 
learning – in which students solve problems, answer questions, formulate questions, 
discuss, explain, debate or brainstorm during class – is increasingly being used.  
Cooperative or collaborative learning, in which students work in groups on problems 
and projects under conditions that assure both positive interdependence and individual 
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accountability, is increasingly recognised as an effective approach.  To date, however, 
this has largely taken the form of group projects or group presentations.  
 
The use of e-learning as a teaching and learning mechanism in HE is well established: 
Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) are used in a significant proportion of HE 
institutions and e-learning as a discrete pedagogical strategy is receiving an increasing 
amount of attention in the literature of HE teaching and learning.   
 
The Microsoft Sharepoint Portal that is the focus of this action research project was 
first encountered being used as a learning environment during a visit by college staff 
to InHolland University, Amsterdam in 2004.  This pioneering Dutch institution had 
established a student learning space for 10,000 HE students that provides a 
personalised web space, known as MySite, for each student and supplies extensive 
facilities for collaborative working allowing students to work remotely on group tasks 
and to communicate at a rich level by the use of text, voice and video conferencing 
tools. 
 
The Sharepoint software has been installed at Colchester Institute on a development 
server where it has been used by staff working on the revalidation of existing HE 
programmes as well as the validation of new ones.  The Sharepoint system has been 
able to support this activity by providing: 
 

• a document store that catalogues documents and can be viewed in a variety of 
sequences and formats; 

• an underlying permissions system that provides a secure range of editing 
rights to staff depending on their role in the process; 

• a commented change tracking system that provides robust version control and 
the ability to recover earlier versions in the event of error; and 

• an easy to use, flexible mechanism for document production that was used by 
groups of up to a dozen staff to produce the documents needed for successful 
programme validation.  Communication was noticed taking place by 
discussion board, email and the version comments stored at each change to the 
document. 

 
The parallel between the activities carried out by staff and potential use by students 
for group work became apparent very quickly and the challenge now is to develop 
ways of using the software within HE module assessments.  The opportunity 
presented for students who need or choose to work from home or other remote 
locations is clear and the environment promises a student experience that retains peer 
support through the detailed communication that is essential for success. 
 
 
The Research Project 
 
The research reported here set out to evaluate the experiences and attitudes of staff 
and students to ICT-based pedagogies and to collaborative working.  This is the first 
stage of an on-going action research project and the next stage will be to introduce 
Sharepoint to the students’ learning experiences. 
 
Date for the first stage of this action research project was gathered via: 
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• Semi-structured interviews with 13 members of staff teaching on a range of 

HE courses in different academic disciplines 
• Semi-structured interviews with 6 HE students studying Art & Design and 

Physiotherapy  
• Two group interviews with HE students studying Music and Business Studies 

 
The same semi-structured questions were used in the interviews with all staff and the 
same interview frameworks were used in the interviews with all students.  All 
interviews were recorded with the participants’ permission. 
 
Staff interviews focused on their experiences of using ICT-based pedagogies in 
general and their experiences and expectations of Sharepoint in particular.  The 
student interviews addressed attitudes towards ICT and collaborative working.  The 
individual interviews enabled a focus on the relationships between the students’ social 
and educational backgrounds and their experiences of HE.  The group interviews 
stimulated discussions of learning experiences. 
 
 
The Students 
 
The FE sector has historically reached out to non-traditional students and this may 
well explain why the phrase ‘widening participation’ rarely featured in this report.  
However, it is clear that most (if not all) of the students taking part in this study fall 
within the definition of widening participation.   
 
Eighteen full- and part-time students from four disciplines – Art & Design, Business 
& Management, Music and Physiotherapy – were interviewed individually and in 
groups.  Twelve of the students were female and six male, they were aged 18-40 (with 
most being in the 18-22 age bracket) and seventeen were White and one Asian.  They 
were, therefore, broadly representative of the HE student body at Colchester Institute. 
 
Six students from the Physiotherapy and Art & Design courses were interviewed 
individually to obtain more detailed information on their social and academic 
backgrounds that could then be related to their engagement with ICT-based 
pedagogies.  All six of these students were female and White.  Three of them were 
studying full-time and three part-time.  Their ages ranged from 22 to 40 and the 
majority were aged 30-40.  Two of the full-time students had progressed through one 
of the college’s FE courses.  One had completed her GCSEs at school, worked for a 
period of time and had a child before taking an access course as a route into HE.  
Only one of these six students considered that there had been a family expectation that 
they would progress to HE; and she was the only one who said another family 
member had been educated to degree level.  Only one of these six students had 
considered applying to a university rather than to Colchester Institute but had decided 
she could not afford to move away from home.  She explained that the local 
university, the University of Essex, was not particularly easy to get to by public 
transport.  One student had attended a university as an 18 year old but had dropped 
out at the end of the first year: nearly twenty years later she is now in employment 
and on a part-time HE course linked to her work. 
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All the students, both full- and part-time, mentioned proximity to family (whether the 
parental home or their own families and children) as the main reason for choosing 
Colchester Institute.  The full-time students explained that they could not afford to 
live away from home.  However, the type of course on offer was another major reason 
given and included: the chance to progress from an FE course within the college; the 
availability of part-time courses that enable the student to continue in employment; 
and the pathways offered by the BA Art & Design course which enable a specific 
vocational route to be followed.   
 
All the students on the Business & Management and Music courses who took part in 
the group interviews were positive about their choice of Colchester Institute (i.e. they 
had chosen to go there as opposed to it being a second or other choice).  Two main 
reasons were cited.  Firstly the course was exactly what the student wanted.  Attention 
was drawn to: the wide-ranging syllabus in Music; opportunities to study and work; 
and the syllabus on the foundation degree in Business Studies.  Secondly, the college 
was local and there were financial benefits to studying close to home (this reason was 
cited more by the full-time students and those on Business & Management courses).  
Additionally, some of the students mentioned personal recommendations from friends 
and that ‘it’s easy to apply here’ (which encapsulated both the institutional 
willingness to recognise non-standard entry level qualifications and the support 
prospective students received).  
 
 
 
The Staff Perspective 
 
The uses of ICT 
 
The most common examples given of forms of ICT currently used at the college in 
teaching HE students were emails, the Internet for research and PowerPoint for 
presentations, videos, DVDs and CD ROMs for the theory content of courses.  
Interactive whiteboards were said to have arrived ‘recently’ in the college and most of 
the staff interviewed thought they provided the potential for effective use.  Public 
folders were mentioned by most as the current means through which students were 
able to access emails, course materials, schemes of work and other course documents.  
However the majority thought the public folders system was inadequate for purpose 
and not ‘user friendly.’ 
 
When asked about forms of technology used to support collaborative learning, most 
staff did not focus on the collaborative aspects of learning.  Nor (with reference to the 
remit of this research) did they differentiate between ‘traditional’ students and 
students from widening participation backgrounds.  However, there was a small 
minority of teachers who spent some time exploring the concept of collaborative 
learning and how ICT could promote it.  As one of them explained:  
 

“In any approach to collaborative learning the medium must allow for 
differences in styles of learning and take account of the fact that some 
learners need more support than others”. 

 

 24



Another, who pointed out that most of the students on counselling courses are mature 
students rather than 18-22 year olds, gave various examples of how he could use the 
Sharepoint Portal to engage students in collaborative work such as reviewing ethical 
issues and case studies, using the material thus gathered as an on-line resource for 
students in future years.  Several staff also mentioned the potential use of the 
Sharepoint Portal for peer mentoring, explaining that: ‘Peer mentoring is very relevant 
to students on counselling courses and the Portal could facilitate this.’   
 
 
The benefits of ICT based pedagogical approaches 
 
When asked about the benefits of technology-based pedagogies, many of the staff 
interviewed mentioned that it was one of a range of strategies that could be used to 
meet students’ individual learning styles.  ‘Blended learning’ was a phrase used by 
several.  Others mentioned the usefulness of ICT in addressing the need for 
differentiation in teaching and learning.  A clear majority thought that technology is 
no substitute for face-to-face teaching but enhances it.  One person articulated what 
others mentioned more tangentially: 
 

“Students from less traditional backgrounds would and do benefit from 
the time ICT pedagogies make available to staff to support activities 
that promote learning rather than provide content”.   

 
They then went on to voice a warning:  
 

“Technology also engages most students [but] we must make sure that 
the systems don’t drive the people.  The classroom teacher needs to be 
in control.” 

 
Several mentioned the need for staff to be trained and confident in using IT 
effectively: ‘staff confidence is a vital ingredient in making this approach effective.’  
Those who had taken an on-line or blended learning course themselves were more 
discriminating and, in the main, more positive about the use of technology-based 
pedagogies than those who had not.  None thought that use of ICT was more 
appropriate in some subjects than others – those in highly vocational areas such as 
Construction and Occupational Therapy being as positive as those from areas such as 
Business Studies that ICT can be used effectively in teaching at HE level in their 
areas.  Most mentioned ‘lack of time to prepare initial materials’ as a factor that 
would inhibit the effective use of ICT in general and the Sharepoint Portal in 
particular.  
 
Overall, there was more than a tinge of scepticism in answers to the question on the 
main benefits of this approach: most thought ICT-based pedagogies should be 
evaluated alongside other methods for its effectiveness rather than there being a 
presumption that the use of ICT was ‘better.’  As one staff member pointed out: 
 

“Its greatest benefit is flexibility to adapt to class/student need, but it 
does have its downside in that it tends to promote a lack of contact with 
students and the latter is an essential part of learning”.  
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Benefits to students from a widening participation background  
 
None of the staff interviewed thought that ICT-based pedagogies had more relevance 
to students from a widening participation background than to other HE students but 
several mentioned that it did provide students with a bridge into college if they needed 
to take time off, for example for family or child-care commitments.  Only one was 
able to supply a specific case study of a ‘widening participation’ student who had 
benefited from ICT-based pedagogies and this was the case of a partially-sighted 
student who attended classes/lectures but could then review PowerPoint presentations 
and other materials at home where she had an enhanced screen.  Most of the others 
gave generalised examples such as students being able to access materials and to work 
from home where family and/or work commitments prevented attendance at the 
college.  One explained that a higher proportion of students taking Art at HE level are 
dyslexic than are in the overall cohort and that ‘ICT can help such students’ (although 
there was no clear indication of how).   
 
One teacher wanted to stress that contrary to ‘popular myth’ it was his mature 
students who prefer ICT-based pedagogies, explaining that: ‘They are very IT literate.  
Five years ago, only some 10% were familiar with PCs and new technology.  Now I 
would say 100% are.’  Another who was positive overall about the use of ICT said ‘it 
can assist self-reliance and independent learning’ and pointed out that many of his 
mature students and those from widening participation backgrounds ‘have issues with 
literacy and written communication skills.’   
 
 
 
The Student Perspective 
 
Encounters with pedagogy 
 
None of the students had come across the word ‘pedagogy’ before and preferred to 
use the term ‘teaching and learning’.  They were all broadly satisfied with the 
standards of teaching at Colchester Institute but only one student (on an Art & Design 
degree course) said they were more than satisfied.  All students mentioned the 
importance of the individual teacher/tutor in assessing the standard of the course.  All 
cited examples of teachers/tutors who were of a very high standard but also a minority 
that they considered were not of an adequate standard.  Most of the students thought 
that Colchester Institute would be as capable as a university of high quality teaching.  
The Music students stated that they thought teaching at Colchester Institute in their 
subject was better than it would be in a university.  Some students cited examples of 
inefficiency in course administration as very frustrating and as impacting on their 
learning.  When asked for specific examples, one referred to the lack of initial 
information about the course, modules and assessment and the marking and returning 
of course work.   
 
All the students described pedagogical approaches used in their course as a mixture of 
lectures and tutorials/practical sessions; and they all assumed this would be broadly 
the same in a university setting.  The majority said that their teachers were interesting 
and interested in their subject.  One Art & Design student observed that ‘sometimes 
it’s a bit difficult to listen and take notes especially when they bring in art specialists 
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who talk about their work’ (although this difficulty seems to have arisen from student 
and tutor/specialist having too great an interest in the subject rather than not enough). 
 
One student stated that she would like more face-to-face contact with tutors, not 
necessarily through lectures but through tutorials and seminars, explaining that ‘I 
don’t know what it would be like at a university but I think they might get more 
tutorials than we do’.  The Music students stressed the importance of their practical 
‘hands on’ sessions with several observing ‘that is why I came here.’  The Business 
students typically called for more variety because ‘too much time is spent in the 
classroom.’  They debated how much of the course should, in their views, be 
discussion and how much ‘directed learning’ but there was no consensus view.  
However, two of the older Art & Design students noted that there was not enough 
directed learning: they appreciated the need for self-directed study but wanted more 
direction from tutors and ‘not to be told all the time, “Well, what do you think?”’  The 
student who had previously attended a university (some years ago) preferred the 
freedom of study offered by her part-time course but emphasised that her learning 
style was to ‘learn on my own, in my way’. 
 
The Business Studies students noted the low number of weekly class contact hours.  
These students explained that they did not generally stay on campus when they were 
not being taught – several had part-time jobs, some were studying part-time and were 
in full-time employment – and so there were fewer opportunities to develop a 
community identity.  By way of contrast, the Music students described a holistic 
experience where they spent a great deal of time at the college outside formal teaching 
sessions and they attributed this sense of community to the nature of their particular 
discipline. 
 
 
Student views of ICT 
 
It is noteworthy that none of the students specifically mentioned ICT-based teaching 
and learning without being prompted.  When they were specifically asked about their 
use of the college’s Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) none of the students were 
familiar with the term but referred to ‘the library’ and ‘college computer suites.’  
When asked to focus on the learning resources available in the college – most used 
the catch-all phrase ‘library’ – all the students were complimentary.  For example, 
they explained that ‘I use the library here a lot.  It’s good that it’s open late’ and ‘the 
library here is absolutely brilliant and the staff are very helpful.’   
 
All but one of the students had their own PC at home which they used extensively.  
Indeed, it was typically seen as indispensable.  As one student explained: 
 

“In my first two years here, I didn’t have a PC at home although I could 
use the one at my Mum and Dad’s.  I think it’s essential to have a PC at 
home and we should be told so before we start an HE course.” 

 
All of the students used emails to communicate with other students.  Whilst some also 
used them to communicate with staff, others asked why they were unable to contact 
their tutors by email.  They all used the Internet for research.  The Physiotherapy 
students made reference to specialist physiotherapy and NHS websites as ‘invaluable 

 27



for up to date stuff’ and one stated that ‘the college has paid for us to use some of 
them and they are essential and preferable to some teachers.’  Public folders were 
mentioned but several students said they had never used them.  Others referred to the 
use of PowerPoint for presentations.  Most of the Music students praised specialist 
software packages such as ‘Sibelius’ that are used for writing, playing, printing and 
publishing musical notation.  These students stressed the practical and involved nature 
of their course and saw ICT as a tool for them, the students, to use, for example, in 
production and recording.  One of the Business students referred to the recent arrival 
of interactive whiteboards in the classroom and this generated a short discussion on 
whether they would make any difference to teaching and learning – most thought they 
would not.   
 
Most of the students, albeit in different ways, stated that ICT was most effective when 
integrated into other teaching methods.  Typical comments included: 
 

• It can be boring if used too much. 
• If theory material is available electronically, why have a lesson about it?  We 

would rather have more practical time. 
• It’s the way things are heading. 

 
Several students thought staff lacked confidence in using IT and some of the Business 
students added that they should become confident in the use of IT before using it in 
lessons.  Overall, most of these students felt that the teaching staff did not use much 
ICT in teaching and learning situations.  The Art & Design students stressed that their 
subject was intensely practical and that they used technology for learning rather than 
the teacher using it.  Several of the Business students took time to praise one 
particular member of staff who used a range of methods in teaching, including the use 
of PCs both to demonstrate and to involve the students.  However, as one of them 
pointed out: ‘He is the exception.  Other teachers use IT to avoid teaching.’  A similar 
sentiment was expressed by two mature students who suggested that when IT is used 
it is as a substitute for teaching and does not enhance it.  They both acknowledged the 
need to develop thinking skills but thought that face-to-face teaching is necessary, 
both for students returning to study after a long break and the younger students.  It 
was also suggested that ‘they never tell us anything and, turning the tables on 
frequently held stereotypes: 
 

“Some teachers act as though it is the mature students who want 
traditional learning methods but my experience is that the young 
students are struggling even more than us with this ‘find out for 
yourself’ [approach].” 

 
A number of the students questioned the benefits of providing lecture notes and 
presentations online, variously explaining that: 
 

• It makes students complacent. 
• Why go to classes if you can get all the stuff online? 
• There’s an 80% attendance minimum on my course so the classes need to be 

worth attending. 
• Putting a basic version of notes online leaves more time for discussion and 

elaboration.  I think teaching is about contact with those who know more than 
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we do and I want more of the tutorial approach.  IT can give us more time with 
the teacher. 

 
 
Collaborative learning 
 
The phrase ‘collaborative teaching and learning’ did not initially elicit much of a 
response from the students.  Instead, most concentrated on the use of technology and 
referred to the use of the PC to word-process assignments and essays.  Focusing on 
the individual nature of learning, and thereby implicitly rejecting an appreciation of 
collaborative learning, one said: 
 

“I like to work on my own and prefer books to technology.  I love the 
books in the library and regret that such emphasis is now being put on 
IT.  However, I have to use emails and the Internet to succeed on this 
course.” 

 
Other (perceived) disadvantages of collaborative working were also readily 
articulated – particularly different levels of ability and the willingness to participate 
collaboratively.  One student made the emphatic point that collaborative group work 
meant you had to ‘expose yourself a bit and measure yourself against other people’ 
and, when the interviewer followed this up, she said this was, on balance, a bad thing 
and not a good thing.  However, the Music students stressed that performance is a 
collaborative activity (in contrast to the solitary nature of composition).   
 
When the concept of ‘collaboration’ was elaborated, all said they had worked on 
group presentations as part of their course.  Some noted that they had used 
PowerPoint as the medium to record and present information but they seemed unsure 
of the benefits of using technology to learn in a collaborative way.  Moreover, there 
was a general sense that the use of technology would not facilitate collaborative 
learning and that it would not enable them to overcome its disadvantages. 
 
This, though, needs to be contextualised by the further discussions generated by these 
observations.  Most of the students made clear their belief that the college needed to 
provide more support to students in the use of ICT and of college learning resources 
and facilities.  The frustration that many felt was evident in their comments: 
 

• Although I had an induction session we need more help and ongoing help with 
using IT. 

• There is a real issue with accessing the college site and emails.  This is a 
problem for the majority of students that I know.  When this happens we don’t 
know who to approach about it. 

• There are so many technical problems.  We are supposed to change our 
passwords every four weeks and we spent five weeks on placement and 
therefore don’t fit into this pattern.  No-one cares about that.  

• It is common knowledge among students that if you use AOL as a provider 
you cannot access one of the anatomy websites that the college pays for 
students to have access to.  Are staff aware of this and if so why isn’t anything 
done about it? 
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The potential benefits of IT 
 
Given this evident frustration it is, perhaps, hardly surprising that few of the students 
recognised any benefits to using technology-based approaches to teaching and 
learning.  The lack of responses could also indicate that they had not considered this 
before.  After prompting, the single most common suggestion was that ICT ‘allows 
you to study and learn independently’ (which reiterated the reluctance to see ICT as a 
means of enhancing collaborative working).  One student, drew upon her own 
experiences to suggest that: 
 

“It can enable you to make up for lost time through absence from the 
course.  For example, when my daughter was ill, I was able to make up 
for the time I’d lost”. 

 
None of the students felt that any subjects lend themselves more readily than others to 
the use of ICT-based methods.  As one Physiotherapy student explained: ‘All subject 
areas lend themselves to this approach.  Including practical subjects like ours’.   
 
Several students suggested that it would be useful to get copies of lecture notes and 
PowerPoint presentations online; and some explained that they were not provided 
with these notes and presentations by their tutors.  Moreover, as noted above, there 
was a certain amount of ambivalence concerning the overall benefits of this.  Most of 
them stated, in one way or another, that IT should only ever be part of a learning 
experience and that it could never replace face-to-face contact with tutors. 
 
Most of the students knew of MySpace (a social networking site) but very few of 
them had used it and several observed that the website is blocked for use in the 
college.  However, some thought that the use of such software on HE courses would 
enable them to communicate with other students at Colchester Institute and, 
preferably, at the University of Essex as well.  This was seen as particularly important 
for the students (such as the Business students) who did not, but wanted to, meet other 
students on campus and was less of a concern to students (such as those on the Music 
course) who had formed a strong on-campus community. 
 
None of these students thought that technology had played a specific role in retention 
and achievement on their course either for themselves or others.  The attitude and 
encouragement of teaching staff was seen as much more significant.   
 
The use of ICT to enable such communication varied.  Personal (but not necessarily 
face-to-face) contact was repeatedly cited as the main means of communicating with 
staff and this was thought to be the best way.  However, not all students were able to 
communicate with their tutors via email: some did not have access to staff email 
addresses and others reported that staff did not reply or only replied slowly to email 
communications.  The Music students explained that their tutors were always 
available and even gave them their mobile numbers to contact them but other students 
rejected the idea of contacting tutors by mobile phone and/or text messaging.  One 
student (who was clearly very IT literate) mentioned Moodle and thought that it could 
be used as a means of communication as well as in teaching and learning.   
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Enhancing the learning experience 
 
When asked to consider what would make teaching and learning a more rewarding 
experience, most of the students focused on teaching/tutorial staff and the need for 
them to be ‘interesting and inspiring’: 
 

• Some of the best sessions are when a teacher has followed their nose about 
what the class is interested in.  Not irrelevant stuff but aspects that we want to 
know more about. 

• We need a more in-depth experience, some good stimulating lectures plus 
practicals which are repeated.  Not just one demonstration and you are on your 
own. 

• More time with staff to discuss your individual needs and to get personal help. 
 
There was a significant difference in the responses given in the group interviews: the 
Business students focused on better resources for HE students; the Music students 
focused on the need for better security and some separation from the younger FE 
students on campus.  
 
Neither the use of ICT nor collaborative approaches to learning was mentioned by any 
of the students although the issue of resources and facilities were raised: 
 

• We could do with our own computer suite.  The facilities here are good but we 
are only in on two days a week and sometimes the areas are full. 

• More PCs in the learning resources [centre].  Less downtime for printers and 
photocopiers. 

• A more up-to-date book stock in the library 
• Social facilities for HE students.   

 
Other students explained the need for a better induction to the library and learning 
resources at the outset of courses which was currently perceived to be ‘too little, too 
late’ and more opportunities to provide constructive feedback to staff on the quality of 
HE courses and on course-specific issues. 
 
 
 
Conclusions  
 
Although relatively small-scale, this first stage of the action research project to 
investigate the use of ICT-based pedagogies in general’ and Sharepoint in particular, 
to support collaborative working has identified key issues to be addressed in the next 
stages – the introduction of Sharepoint to the college’s student body. 
 
Staff and students think ICT should enhance rather than replace more traditional 
teaching styles as part of blended learning; and students often mentioned personal 
contact with teachers and ‘good’ teachers as critical to success on their course.  Both 
staff and students think that staff need to be trained and confident in the use of IT for 
it to be used effectively. 
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To date, staff at the college have made significant use of the Sharepoint Portal, albeit 
largely for reviewing and amending documentation.  Most think Sharepoint is 
effective, easy to use and would be easy for students to use.  They see it as being 
relevant to all academic disciplines, including those that are highly practical and 
vocational.  There was a view among some staff (that was sometimes covertly 
expressed) that teaching staff should be involved more in the further development of 
the Sharepoint Portal if it is to be developed to support collaborative learning.  Those 
staff who had taken online courses of study themselves were usually more positive 
about online learning resources in general and more creative in suggesting uses for the 
Sharepoint Portal in particular. 
 
Students think that they need better, and more-in depth, induction into the ICT 
systems and resources at the college and clear information about who to approach 
with problems in this area.  They typically had a limited view of how ICT could be 
used on their courses: the Internet for research, public folders, emails to contact other 
students (and sometimes to contact staff) and PowerPoint. 
 
They identified that lectures and tutorials, as well as practical sessions, are the most 
common pedagogical approaches on their course.  A minority of students thought that 
teaching methods and learning experiences were not varied enough.  ‘Collaborative 
working’ was not recognised as a pedagogical approach by students who when 
pressed did refer to group projects.  However, most of the students in the focus groups 
had heard of social networking sites such as “MySpace” although few had used them.  
 
The phrase ‘widening participation’ was rarely used by these participants although the 
backgrounds of the majority of the student participants suggest that few of them have 
‘traditional’ backgrounds in terms of educational achievements and family traditions 
of HE.  This articulates with the notion that the FE sector has been engaging with 
widening participation students for some considerable time.   
 
Online resources have the potential to offer significant support for students who are 
not often in college – whether, for example, because they have family or work 
commitments or because they are studying part time.  A major benefit of ICT-based 
pedagogies for students, especially those from a widening participation background, is 
the time they create for staff to spend with individuals with different learning styles 
and on activities that promote learning rather than provide content.  However, as this 
study has clearly shown, many students are wary of the uses to which ICT can be put 
in learning environments and have a limited understanding of its potential.  Moreover, 
they are likely to be reluctant to engage in collaborative learning.  Whilst Sharepoint 
clearly has significant potential to enhance their learning experiences, these issues 
need to be taken into account as the next stage of this action research project – the 
engagement of students with Sharepoint – commences. 
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Case Study 3: Ethnicity and Access to HE through FE in 
Peterborough 
 
Dan Parsons, Vicky Reed, Vicky Richings & Karolyn Webb, Peterborough Regional 
College 
Michael Watts, Von Hügel Institute  
 
 
Data from the 2001 National Census show that Peterborough has a population of 
156,050 of whom 140,001 (89.70%) are White and 16,071 (10.30%) are non-White. 
Of the non-White population of Peterborough, by far the largest ethnic group is 
Pakistani with a population of 6,980 (4.5% of the city’s population). Whilst the non-
White population of Peterborough is just below the national average, the Pakistani 
population is more than three times the national average of 1.4%.  Peterborough has 
experienced an increase in population since the 2001 Census with an influx of 
migrants from Eastern Europe, a significant increase in the local Portuguese 
population and rising numbers of refugees and asylum seekers. However, there are no 
reliable figures for this increase to date. 
 
There is an extensive literature on ethnicity and access to higher education and 
research conducted on a nationwide scale has and will continue to address many of 
the issues facing minority students in the Peterborough area.  This is to be expected 
but, in order to gauge whether nationally identified trends are experienced locally, it is 
vital that a thorough review of local studies and research is also undertaken. 
 
 
Review of literature concerning local communities 
 
Davies’ study A River of Hope (Davies, 2001) used case studies and individual school 
data to highlight the underachievement of Pakistani pupils compared to their white 
and Indian counterparts. It showed that 29% of Pakistani students achieved A*-C 
grades at GCSE compared to a Peterborough average of 40% and a national average 
of 53%. Davies argued that socio-economic factors and family social classification 
were more significant than patterns of ethnicity. It could be argued that this particular 
point supports Gillborn & Mirza’s analysis of ethnicity in relation to class (2000). 
 
The follow up study, A River of Hope: Two, was conducted by Cecilia Wooding 
(2003a). The study aimed to map Peterborough’s ethnic minorities, ‘community by 
community, from primary education to established employment’ (Wooding, 2003a, p. 
1). Her analyses were based upon a range of statistical data obtained from the 2001 
census in relation to ethnic economic activity, occupation and level of qualification. 
She noted that the Pakistani community appeared to be statistically younger than their 
White counterparts – something that was consistent with other significant Asian 
ethnic minority groups (Indian and Bangladeshi) – and that the Pakistani community 
had a higher level of economic inactivity (53.7%) than others groups such as White 
British (29.3%), Indian (32%) and Mixed Race White/Black Caribbean (37.8%). In 
particular, she noted that ‘women from the Pakistani community continue to have the 
highest rate of economic inactivity’ (2003a, p. 4).   
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She also analysed the levels of qualifications in each community: 37.6% of the overall 
population of Peterborough had no qualifications whereas within the Pakistani 
communities the level was much higher at 52.9%. These two sets of statistical data 
demonstrate consistency when correlations are made: high levels of economic 
inactivity (53.7%) correlate with lack of qualifications (52.9%). This is also evident in 
the statistical data regarding occupation classification. The data identified the 
significantly low levels of high occupational attainment not just for the Pakistani 
community but also for the Bangladeshi community.   
 
When analysing data from Peterborough Regional College (PRC) which is and 
continues to be the main FE provider for Peterborough and the surrounding areas, she 
noted that data received from the college’s Equal Opportunities Monitoring 
Committee was not broken down, making comparisons hard to achieve.  However, 
statistical data from PRC indicates that for larger ethnic groups retention rates were 
high among males across college programmes, and in some cases higher than White 
British retention rates (Pakistani 90%, White British 82%), but achievement rates 
were slightly lower at all levels of qualification. However, a comparison made using 
figures from 2001/02 and 2002/03 showed an improvement in achievement for 
Pakistani students but a slight decrease in Indian students’ achievements. In light of 
the evidence presented, PRC are currently considering a more ‘targeted’ approach to 
monitoring ethnic minority involvement in FE.  She also noted that a significant 
number of ethnic minority students on specific courses, primarily Business courses 
with IT, had the second highest number of enrolments. 
 
With regards to HE provision at PRC, the figures include students studying for 
degrees as well as for HNCs and HNDs. The figures demonstrate a disproportionately 
low participation rate for Pakistanis and Indians compared to population size. 
Wooding’s figure show that 86% of the male students and 85% of the female students 
were White whereas the figures for Pakistanis were 3.6% of the male students and 
1.85% of the female students and the figures for Indian students were 0.5% of the 
male students and 0.74% of the female students. She argues that the low participation 
rates for female Pakistani students in particular are surprising due to the fact that 
cultural ‘constraints make it more difficult for them than their male counterparts to 
study outside Peterborough’ (2003a, p. 21). 
 
Wooding also analyses the college strategies in place for students whose first 
language is not English. She praises the college for exceeding enrolment targets for 
this demographic. Enrolment for this group has risen from 213 in 1999/00 to 1,284 in 
2003/04.  
 
A further study entitled Ethnic Minority Achievement Grant Research Project: 
Peterborough (Wooding, 2003b) used quantitative and qualitative approaches in the 
form of questionnaires and focus groups in order to gauge student perceptions of 
school and employment opportunities as well as HE provision within the area. The 
sample was also stratified in terms of gender and postcode. Three schools and an FE 
college were used to gain a research sample and 52% of the participants identified 
themselves as Asian or Asian British. In the three schools in the study, 42% of the 
year 11 population were of ethnic minority origin, including 27% of Pakistani origin. 
As with the previous research, the findings demonstrated that the Pakistani 
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community had the largest school age group. On this evidence Wooding decided to 
use this significant ethnic community for the focus group research. 
 
Using the questionnaires and focus groups data for the female students, Wooding 
argues that half of the female sample would like to go to university if they obtained 
the right grades. The most popular subjects they wanted to study were Law, IT, 
Business Studies, Education, the Performing Arts and Media Studies. She noted that: 
 

The choice of performing arts and media studies is an interesting one, 
as traditionally in the Pakistani community this has not been viewed as 
a suitable career for a girl (Wooding, 2003b, p. 17). 

 
Some of the girls expressed an interest in studying outside Peterborough but 
simultaneously expressed concern for their parents’ happiness at the decision. Some 
of the sample suggested family pressure meant they would be studying locally. Some 
of the girls’ parents expressed reservations about their daughters studying at PRC and 
would rather they stayed in school. Wooding does not give any reason as to why this 
might be. However, it could be argued that there is a perception amongst parents that 
PRC was/is not as strict as a sixth form college due to factors such as there being no 
requirements for uniforms, the presence of smoking areas, et cetera. The male 
students’ subject choices were very similar to the girls, although interest was 
expressed in other subjects including PE, Engineering and Science. In contrast to the 
girls, the boys were happy to study anywhere in the UK and Wooding argued that this 
was largely due to less family constraints on the boys’ choices, indicating (perhaps) a 
cultural barrier for the girls that limits their choices. 
 
Wooding’s conclusions place emphasis on cultural and socio-economic explanations 
for the barriers to HE progression for local ethnic minorities, especially within 
Pakistani communities. She stated that the barriers to educational achievement and 
attainment start at primary school and highlights this notion by suggesting that: 
 

The transition from almost mono-cultural primary schools of Gladstone 
and Beeches to very mixed, but predominately white British secondary 
schools was very difficult for pupils from a Pakistani background and 
they felt ill prepared for the transition. Gang cultures developed and 
peer pressures became difficult to withstand (2003b, p. 21). 

 
Following this, she argued that primary and secondary schools need to play an active 
role in building bridges within different communities. She also highlighted the fact 
that ethnic grouping is strongly linked to socio-economic class, with many of the 
groups she surveyed residing in the lower economic groups, a characteristic identified 
by Gillborn & Mirza (2000).  The aspirations of ethnic minorities differed depending 
on which occupational background the child’s parents may have (see also Watts & 
Bridges, 2004). Aspirations were raised the higher the socio-economic group the child 
came from. Also, her analysis suggested that the data in relation to HE progression 
illustrated that many Pakistani boys lacked confidence in their ability to achieve and 
that they therefore lacked the aspiration to progress to HE.  
 
However, the data suggested that status and money were desirable and career paths in 
medicine, dentistry and the law were seen as high status because of the respect they 
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conferred. This indicates that cultural assumptions may also play a part in of career 
choice. 
 
It is clear from the statistical data obtained from UCAS admissions and the growing 
literature on ethnic minorities and access to HE that many young people from ethnic 
minority groups have the ability and the aspirations to enter HE.  However, there are 
still many barriers in place.  The examination of local data illustrates the parallels 
with barriers to participation across the UK.  However, when looked at locally, more 
specific barriers can be identified.  Although the barriers in questions are born out of a 
wide variety of social phenomena it has been possible to inform the primary research 
from these conclusions; and the data obtained from this research enables more 
focused and informed analysis.  
 
 
The Research 
 
The research was carried out to investigate the attitudes to HE of ethnic minority 
students from Peterborough. A sample frame of more than 100 ethnic minority 
students’ names from PRC was obtained and opportunity sampling was then used to 
gain a sample.  However, a high proportion of students initially agreeing to participate 
subsequently declined leaving a small group of 15 participants taking part. 
 
Those students who agreed to take part in the research were interviewed by telephone  
due to the socially sensitive nature of the research. The interviews were framed by a 
three-part questionnaire: part one was concerned with demographics; part two asked 
open and closed questions concerning the participants’ feelings towards HE; and part 
three consisted of Likert-type questions about the participants’ attitudes towards HE.  
A definition of HE (‘Higher education is education provided by universities and other 
institutions that award academic degrees’) was also included to ensure that all 
participants had the same understanding of the term 
 
 
The Research Findings  
 
The participants’ responses to the questionnaire were analysed using Statistical 
Package for Social Science Version 13 (SPSS 13). All responses were valid and 
included in the following analysis. 
 
 
Part 1: demographic information 
 

Sex

10 66.7 66.7 66.7
5 33.3 33.3 100.0

15 100.0 100.0

Male
Female
Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent
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Age

7 46.7 46.7 46.7
6 40.0 40.0 86.7
2 13.3 13.3 100.0

15 100.0 100.0

16-19
20-26
27-30
Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 
 

Ethnicity

2 13.3 13.3 13.3

2 13.3 13.3 26.7

6 40.0 40.0 66.7

1 6.7 6.7 73.3

2 13.3 13.3 86.7

2 13.3 13.3 100.0
15 100.0 100.0

Mixed: Other Mixed
Asian or Asian
British: Indian
Asian or Asian
British: Pakistani
Asian or Asian
British: Bangladeshi
Asian or Asian
British: Other Asian
Other
Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 
 

First Language

9 60.0 60.0 60.0
5 33.3 33.3 93.3
1 6.7 6.7 100.0

15 100.0 100.0

English
Urdu
Other
Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 
 
Note: “other” in this case was a single response of “Farsi” 
 

Main Language Spoken in Household

7 46.7 46.7 46.7
1 6.7 6.7 53.3
4 26.7 26.7 80.0
1 6.7 6.7 86.7
2 13.3 13.3 100.0

15 100.0 100.0

English
Punjabi
Urdu
Hindi
Other
Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 
 
Note: “other” consisted of two responses: Farsi and Italian. 
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Part 2: Feelings towards HE 
 
After you took your GCSEs and/or A levels/BTEC/GNVQ what did you do? If you 
entered FE or HE, please give details of the subject area and place of study. 
 

After GCSEs and/or A-Levels

5 33.3 33.3 33.3
3 20.0 20.0 53.3
3 20.0 20.0 73.3
4 26.7 26.7 100.0

15 100.0 100.0

Level 3 Vocational
A/S
Access
Other Level 3
Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 
 
 
Have you ever considered taking an HE qualification (going to a university or college 
offering degree level courses)? 
 

Ever Considered HE?

14 93.3 93.3 93.3
1 6.7 6.7 100.0

15 100.0 100.0

Yes
No
Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 
 
 
If yes, what subject area would you be interested in studying? 
 

Subject Area if yes?

1 6.7 6.7 6.7
2 13.3 13.3 20.0
1 6.7 6.7 26.7
1 6.7 6.7 33.3

1 6.7 6.7 40.0

1 6.7 6.7 46.7
1 6.7 6.7 53.3
2 13.3 13.3 66.7
1 6.7 6.7 73.3
1 6.7 6.7 80.0
2 13.3 13.3 93.3
1 6.7 6.7 100.0

15 100.0 100.0

Mechanical Engineering
Psychology
ICT
Music Technology
Business Information
Technology
Accountancy
Business
Law and Social Science
Business and finance
Italian
Unsure
not applicable
Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent
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If no, please give reasons why not 
 

Reasons if no?

1 6.7 6.7 6.7

14 93.3 93.3 100.0
15 100.0 100.0

Poor Grades at
Previous Level
Not Applicable
Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 
 
 
If you wanted to study for a degree, where would you be likely to choose to do it? 
 

Where would you choose to study a degree

4 26.7 26.7 26.7
1 6.7 6.7 33.3
7 46.7 46.7 80.0
1 6.7 6.7 86.7
2 13.3 13.3 100.0

15 100.0 100.0

Away from Local Area
Unsure
Local Area
Within City
No Preference
Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 
 
 
Would there be any constraints (problems with time, childcare, location, etc) that 
would affect you if you were to take an HE course? 
 

Any constraints that would affect HE study?

9 60.0 60.0 60.0
1 6.7 6.7 66.7
4 26.7 26.7 93.3
1 6.7 6.7 100.0

15 100.0 100.0

None
Location
Financial
Childcare
Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 
 
 
Do you think that your parents would influence your decisions (e.g. about subject 
choice, location, etc) about HE?  If so, how? 
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Would your parents influence your choice?

6 40.0 40.0 40.0
9 60.0 60.0 100.0

15 100.0 100.0

Cumulative
PercentFrequency Percent Valid Percent

Yes
No

Valid

Total
 

Are there any subject areas that are of particular interest to you? 
 

Any subject areas of interest

2 13.3 13.3 13.3
1 6.7 6.7 20.0
1 6.7 6.7 26.7
2 13.3 13.3 40.0
1 6.7 6.7 46.7
1 6.7 6.7 53.3
1 6.7 6.7 60.0
1 6.7 6.7 66.7
3 20.0 20.0 86.7
1 6.7 6.7 93.3
1 6.7 6.7 100.0

15 100.0 100.0

Cumulative
PercentFrequency Percent Valid Percent

Unsure
Software Engineering
Photography
Psychology
Marketing
Law
Music
Business
ICT
Sociology
Mechanical Engineering

Valid

Total
 

 
 
If subjects such as Islamic Studies or Middle Eastern Studies were offered, would you 
be more likely to enter HE? 
 

If Subjects such as Islamic Studies or Middle Eastern Studies were
offered, would you be more likely to enter HE?

6 40.0 40.0 40.0
7 46.7 46.7 86.7
2 13.3 13.3 100.0

15 100.0 100.0

Yes
No
unsure
Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
ntPerce

 
 
 
Would the location of the HE institution be important to you? 
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Would it have to be:

5 33.3 33.3 33.3

2 13.3 13.3 46.7

3 20.0 20.0 66.7

3 20.0 20.0 86.7
2 13.3 13.3 100.0

15 100.0 100.0

Cumulative
PercentFrequency Percent Valid Percent

Close to home or local
Somewhere you have
family or relatives
Somewhere you would
like to live
Other
None

Valid

Total
 

 
 

hat do you understand by an HE course being “full-time”? W
 

What do you understand by an HE course being "full-time"

2 13.3 13.3 13.3
1 6.7 6.7 20.0
8 53.3 53.3 73.3
2 13.3 13.3 86.7

1 6.7 6.7 93.3

1 6.7 6.7 100.0
15 100.0 100.0

Cumulative
PercentFrequency Percent Valid Percent

Don't Know
Shorter than Part Time
9-4 Monday to Friday
9-4, 4 days a week
More than 15 hours a
week
Other

Valid

Total
 

ere 

 
 
How many days per week would you expect to be in university or college if you w

n a “full-time” course? o
 

How many days per week?

2 13.3 13.3 13.3
2 13.3 13.3 26.7
4 26.7 26.7 53.3
7 46.7 46.7 100.0

15 100.0 100.0

2 Days
3 Days
4 Days
5 Days
Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 
 
 

hich of these course structuresW  would make it more likely for you to enter HE? 
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Which course structure would make it more likely for you to enter HE

11 73.3 73.3 73.3
1 6.7 6.7 80.0
2 13.3 13.3 93.3
1 6.7 6.7 100.0

15 100.0 100.0

uency Pe
Cumulative

PercentFreq rcent Valid Percent
Full-time daytime
Part-time daytime
Part-time Evening
Other
Total

Valid

 
 
 
Part 3:

 my GCSE results were disappointing, I would still consider HE as an option: 

ly Agree/Agree: 73% 
Neutral:   20% 

ree: 

I will b y ethnic/racial background: 

Strongly Agree/Agree: 20% 

e: 60% 

Completing an HE course will not he uture employment prospects: 
 

Neutral:   13% 
Strongly Disagree/Disagree: 67% 

I will experience negative comments in university/college about my ethnic/racial 
backgro
 

Strongly Agree/Agree: 27% 
Neutral:   13% 

% 

 
A degr e as highly regarded as a degree 
obtaine

Strongly Agree/Agree: 60% 

Strongly Disagree/Disagree: 27% 
 
 
Money o take an HE course: 

 Attitudes towards HE 
 
If
 

Strong

Strongly Disagree/Disag 7% 
 
e treated differently in HE because of m

 

Neutral:   20% 
Strongly Disagree/Disagre

 
lp my f

Strongly Agree/Agree: 20% 

 
 

und: 

Strongly Disagree/Disagree: 60
 

ee obtained through an FE institution will b
d from an HE institution: 

 

Neutral:   13% 

 would be a large concern if I were t
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Strongly Agree/Agree: 40% 
Neutral:   7% 

ree: 
 
 

would fit in well in an HE institution: 

tral:   7% 
Strongly Disagree/Disagree: 0% 

 
 
A degre aluable as a degree from a university: 

Strongly Agree/Agree: 20% 
l:   47% 

Strongly Disagree/Disagree: 33% 

or 

or 
friends. 

Strongly Disagree/Disag 53% 

I 
 

Strongly Agree/Agree: 93% 
Neu

e gained at an HE institution is not as v
 

Neutra

 
I will not receive biased assessment and results due to my ethnic/racial background: 
 

Strongly Agree/Agree: 34% 
Neutral:   20% 
Strongly Disagree/Disagree: 47% 

 
 
Degree courses taught in an FE institution will be taught just as well as in a 
university: 
 

Strongly Agree/Agree: 60% 
Neutral:   20% 
Strongly Disagree/Disagree: 20% 

 
 
Key Issues 
 

• 93.3% of participants had considered going to University or other HE 
institution. The one participant who had not considered HE cited ‘poor GCSE 
grades’ as they did not have a C or above in GCSE English. 

• 60% of individuals’ first language is English. The second most spoken 
language amongst participants is Urdu. 

• 46.7% of individuals wished to study ‘within the local area’. The ‘local area’ 
is defined as within 40 miles of Peterborough and includes Cambridge and 
Leicester. 

• A further 6.7% stated that the course MUST be delivered within the city f
them to participate in HE 

• 33.3% stated that if they entered HE, the institution must be ‘close to home’ 
whilst a further 13.3% stated that they would have to be close to family 
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• 13.3% stated they had no preference for the location of the institution and that 
other factors such as quality of delivery and availability of courses were more 
important. 

• 60% of participants stated that there were no restraints, including financial 
restraints, on their opportunity to study HE. 

• 26.7% of participants stated that financial barriers would prevent them from 
entering HE. 

• 46.7% of participants stated that ‘specialist’ subjects such as Middle Eastern 
Studies or Islamic Studies would not encourage them to enter into HE but 40% 
stated they would. 

• 53.3% of participants perceived full-time modes of study as being 35-40 hours 
attendance per week (and many stated they would expect it to be the same as 

e employment). 
• 73.3% of participants preferred a full-time daytime mode of attendance. 

full tim

• 60% of participants stated that their parents would not influence their choice 
of course but 40% would stated their parents would influence their choices. 

 
The third part of the questionnaire used a Likert Attitude Scale to indicate ethnic 
minority perceptions of HE.  A higher score on the Likert Scale indicates a more 
positive perception of the HE experience.  The maximum score here is 50. 
 

Descriptive Statistics

15 29 45 34.47 4.357

15

Attitude Score on
Likert Scale
Valid N (listwise)

N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation

 
 
 
Discussion 
 
The overwhelming majority (93%) of participants had considered going to HE 
whether through the(

H
 FE or HE sector) and the one participant who had not considered 

E cited ‘poor GCSE grades’ (they did not have a C or above in GCSE English) as 
the reason.  A corresponding majority believed that they would fit in well at an HE 
institution and none of the participants disagreed with this statement.  This articulates 
with studies at both national and regional levels (Gilchrist et al, 2003; Kukhareva et 
al, 2006) indicating high ethnic minority participation rates in HE.  However, it does 
not articulate with the numbers of enrolments on HE courses at PRC.  Given the 
significant minority of participants who would need to study at an institution close to 
home (33.3%) or close to relatives (13.3%) this cannot simply be explained away by 
students moving beyond the Peterborough area for their studies.  Moreover, the Likert 
Attitude Scale (with a mean response of 34.47 out of a maximum score of 50) 
suggests that there is still plenty of room to improve the perceptions of HE held by 
potential students from ethnic minority groups in Peterborough.   
 
This discussion – which is necessarily framed by the relatively high proportion of 
ethnic minority students who do not speak English as a first language and who come 
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from low socio-economic backgrounds – informs the recommendations given at the 
end of this chapter. 
 
Most of these participants (60%) felt that degree courses would be taught just as well 
in an FE college as a university.  However, the increases in the number of institutions 
ffering degrees and of people obtaining them have led to a greater institutional 

s of 
nder- and unemployment amongst some ethnic minority groups.  A high proportion 

f the participants 
ere unable to say that they would not receive biased assessment and results due to 

 remarkable that so many of the participants 
ere prepared to consider HE even if they obtained disappointing GCSE results. 

o
stratification (that is, to the relative values attached to the institutions offering and/or 
awarding degrees) and there were some concerns about the relative value of degrees 
obtained through the FE sector.  Only a third of the respondents rejected the statement 
that a degree gained from an FE institution is not as valuable as one from a university 
(and most – just under half – neither agreed nor disagreed with it) but 60% believed 
that it would be as highly regarded as a degree from an HE institution.  This 
difference suggests a recognition of the distinction between the personal and 
perceived value of degrees obtained through the FE sector (although further analysis 
of this distinction should be treated with caution).   
 
Nonetheless, the value of HE (whether delivered through the HE or FE sector) was 
recognised, particularly in the instrumental terms of improving employment 
opportunities.  This is a key issue in the Peterborough area given the high rate
u
of the respondents (73%) claimed they would still consider HE as an option even if 
their GCSE results were disappointing; and the only participant who had not 
considered HE cited poor GCSE results as the reason for rejecting this option.  This 
tends to support the broad perception of HE as a valued option.   
 
Within the wider context of Peterborough’s provision for compulsory education 
(Wooding, 2003a, 2003b) it also suggests that HE may be perceived as a way of 
compensating for low achievement at GCSE level.  Two thirds o
w
their ethnic and racial backgrounds (and, within the wider educational contexts, it is 
likely that this bias is perceived as negative).  Taken together with the high levels of 
concern about different treatment and negative comments, this is somewhat alarming.  
However, we can also argue that these figures suggest a sharp awareness of the 
problems these ethnic minority students have already encountered in their education 
(as well as in other spheres of their lives) and it is not unreasonable for them to 
anticipate the continuation of such problems in HE; and, if we accept this 
interpretation of the data, it is all the more
w
 
One interesting, and potentially important finding of the research, is the perception of 
what constitutes full-time study (see also Watts & Bridges, 2006).  A significant 
minority (46.7%) of the sample equated full-time study with full-time employment 
(i.e. requiring 35-40 hours of attendance each week).  As a majority of the participants 
(73%) expected HE to be full-time, this may well create a barrier to progression due 
to financial constraints (including restrictions on part-time employment).  This is 
clearly an information issue that may have to be addressed if more students are to be 
engaged in HE through part-time study (see also Watts et al, 2006). 
 
When asked to consider subject choices at degree level, a wide range of courses were 
put forward by the participants.  Whilst the small scale of the study renders it difficult 
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to identify any subject as significantly more popular, it is noteworthy that the diversity 
of responses suggests a shift away from the more traditional choices for ethnic 
minority (and particularly Asian) students.  However, the participants did note the 

portance of degrees with ‘career value’ and with 40% of them responding that their 

gnition of 
ultural diversity.  It should be remembered that, whereas a slight majority (60%) 
oke English as their first language, a slight minority (46.7%) came from households 

ultural concerns can also be perceived in 
e proportions who would need to study close to home (33.3%) or somewhere close 

 would fit in well.  Even 
ough there were a number of limitations to the study, it usefully adds to and 

ost feel that they would fit in well at an HE institution but significant 
inorities would require this to be a local institution and/or would anticipate at least 

nt with HE, further 

eir peers, particularly those who, 

im
parents would influence their choice it is likely that their final choice of degree would 
differ from these given areas of interest.   
 
The instrumental concern with degrees that have ‘career value’ informs the value the 
participants attached to HE.  Given this, the high proportion (40%) who responded 
favourably to the inclusion of Islamic and/or Middle Eastern Studies may, therefore, 
seem somewhat surprising.  However, they were not asked whether they would take 
these courses but whether their inclusion would increase the likelihood of their 
entering HE.  When set alongside the responses to being treated differently, 
experiencing negative comments and receiving biased assessments because of their 
ethnic and racial backgrounds, this suggests the recognition of a cultural shift from 
home to HE.  They would not necessarily study such subjects (which have little 
‘career value’) but their inclusion may well signal an institutional reco
c
sp
where the main language was not English.  C
th
to other family members (13.3%).   
 
These cultural concerns need to be contextualised by the disproportionately low 
numbers of ethnic minority students at PRC.  Once again, though, given these 
concerns, it is remarkable that such a high proportion of these participants had given 
at least some consideration to HE and believed that they
th
illuminates our understanding of ethnic minority participation in HE in the 
Peterborough area; and, whilst there is no room for complacency, there are grounds 
for optimism.  In short, even though they may have been badly served by their 
experiences of compulsory education, ethnic minority students are prepared to 
consider HE, particularly as it seen as a means of enhancing employment 
opportunities.  M
m
some bias towards them on account of their ethnic and racial backgrounds. 
 
 
Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
There are a number of limitations to this study, the most notable of which are the 
small sample size and, within that, the small proportion (only one third) of female 
participants.  Particularly given the concern with female engageme
research that enables greater female participation is clearly needed. However, when 
amalgamated with other studies, it does provide relevant and pertinent information on 
ethnic minority attitudes to HE in the Peterborough area.   
 
PRC is already involved with outreach projects to engage local ethnic minority 
students in both FE and HE.  The college is ideally situated to engage with the 
potential HE students taking part in this study and th
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for whatever reason, are unable to travel away from Peterborough to study.  The 
following recommendations are intended to carry forward the work that PRC is 
already doing: 
 

• The ways in which information is presented to and interpreted by local 
communities should be reviewed to identify how real and perceived barriers to 
participation can be overcome.  Particular attention should be paid to 
information concerning financial support, part-time options and the college’s 
diversity. 

• College alumni and/or student mentors should be recruited as personal 
learning coaches and advisors.  Ideally, they should be recruited from a variety 
of ethnic backgrounds to reflect the area’s ethnic diversity. 

• Evidence suggests that the barriers to HE may develop long before potential 
students reach this level.  There should be more active outreach to the area’s 
schools and colleges to foster a more inclusive process throughout all stages of 
education in Peterborough. 

• Targeted advertising campaigns that reach all sectors of Peterborough’s ethnic 
minority society should be used to promote a wider range of HE courses and 
employment opportunities they may lead to. 

• There is a need for multi-institutional cooperation to identify and promote 
paths of progression to and through HE, including both academic and 
vocational programmes.   

• A consistent and comprehensive approach to data collection and research is 
needed to identify longitudinal correlations and trends in ethnic minority 
engagement with HE.  This should incorporate pilot studies (including those 
that explore other research methodologies) and should be carried out with 
students already engaging with HE at PRC. 
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Case Study 4: Support for HE students in an FE college 
 
John Bond, West Herts College 
 
 
Introduction  
 
Approximately 10% of higher education (HE) provision in the UK is currently 
delivered in further education (FE) colleges. Whilst the colleges are generally 
believed to provide an excellent learning environment in terms of the quality of 
student support for the 16-19 year old FE student, their main customer group, it is 
unclear whether they apply these measures to the HE students that many of them also 
cater for. The aim of this project is to identify the ways in which HE students are 
supported throughout the HE system at one of the FE colleges in the East of England 
– West Herts College (WHC) – and to evaluate the value as well as the effectiveness 
of this support. The key research questions focused on the form of the support 
provided, the take up of that support and its appropriateness to the clients. It was also 
important to gauge how the different schools (academic departments) at the college 
offering courses at HE level provide access to learning and pastoral support to create 
an optimal environment for academic success for all. It was expected that the research 
would identify the strengths and weaknesses of the college right across the board and 
identify good practice as well as areas that present the opportunity for further 
development.  
 
 
The Policy Context  
 
By 2003, around 43 per cent of 18-30 year olds in England entered into HE. The 
government set out its aims to expand higher education in its paper The future of 
higher education (DfES, 2003) and it aims to increase participation to 50 per cent of 
18-30 year olds. With the participation gap between people from families in higher 
and lower social classes having grown, universities are now expected: 
 

to raise aspirations among students who come from backgrounds where 
studying at university is not part of the family tradition; encourage a 
broader range of applications; and understand why it is that students 
may be put off from applying to their institution (DfES, 2003). 

 
What is more: 
 

the widening participation strategies prepared for the HEFCE include 
the plans that a university commits to implementing for attracting, 
retaining and promoting the progress of students from under-
represented groups (DfES, 2003). 

 
From September 2006, universities are able to charge up to £3,000 per year for tuition 
fees, provided that they have had an access agreement approved by the Office of Fair 
Access (OFFA). This access agreement contains details of how the university will 
safeguard and promote fair access, particularly for students from lower income 
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groups. Usually, this includes financial support through bursaries, variable tuition fees 
and other subsidies as well as outreach work to attract students from under-
represented groups.  
 
 
 
The Context of the College 
 
WHC belongs to the Hertfordshire Higher Education Consortium and its HE 
qualifications are validated and awarded by the University of Hertfordshire. The 
University of Hertfordshire has set out its arrangements to ensure that widening 
participation strategies are adhered to in its access agreement. Ensuring retention 
amongst under-represented groups is a key aspect of the widening participation 
project and the remit of this project is located within this niche.  
 
WHC has a long tradition of offering both full- and part-time HE courses.  
Established curriculum areas are primarily Business, Media and Computing.  In recent 
years Early Years and Sports Studies have been added.  Demand for both Media and, 
to a lesser extent, Business has declined in recent years and the college is pro-actively 
looking to refresh the HE curriculum by adding new vocational courses in Public 
Services Management and Aesthetic Therapies (hopefully to be available for 
September 2007).   
 
Current full-time student numbers are detailed below by curriculum area: 
 

Curriculum Area Course Enrolments 
Higher & 
Professional 

Combined Modular Extended degree 32 

 FD Business  96 
 FD IT & Business 10 
 BA Business Organisations 20 
 BA Advertising & Marketing Comms. 11 
Care & Early Years HND Early Childhood Studies 22 
 FD Early Years 7 
Art, Design & Media FD Media, Design & Production 25 
 BA Media, Design & Production 16 
Computing FD IT for Multimedia 16 
 FD IT for the Internet 2 
 HND Computing 12 
 BSc Computer Applications 12 
Performing Arts HND Performance, Entertainment & 

Media 
8 

Sport & Travel FD Sports Studies 35 
 HND Travel & Tourism 7 
 TOTAL 331 
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Current part-time student numbers are detailed below by curriculum area: 
 

Curriculum Area Course Enrolments 
Higher & 
Professional 

P/G Diploma in Management Studies 22 

 PGCE / Cert Ed 59 
Care & Early Years HNC Early Childhood Studies 11 
 FD Early Years 53 
 TOTAL 125 

 
 
The total number of students enrolled on full time HE courses at WHC has been 
steadily declining over the last seven years: from over 1000 students in the academic 
year of 1999/2000 to just 331 in the current academic year (2005/06). This possibly 
reflects increasing numbers of students choosing to study at the University of 
Hertfordshire itself, since it has been expanding rapidly. This year, however, total 
enrolments have increased slightly for the first time since 1999/2000. 
 
The government expects there to be a downtrend in enrolment on to HE courses this 
September due to the scheduled introduction of top up fees and so the reversal of 
enrolment trends at WHC may therefore not continue this September, particularly 
since the University of Hertfordshire has chosen to increase its fees to £3,000 for all 
its full-time courses for the coming academic year. The colleges in Hertfordshire 
have, however, decided to award all the full-time HE students studying at WHC a 
Consortium Award of £1,500 that can be offset against the tuition fee loan or can be 
used by students to support their studies.  It is hoped that this will help to increase 
future HE numbers at WHC. 
 
HE provision is managed at WHC through a matrix approach between an Associate 
Director of Higher and Professional Education, who has an organisational role in the 
quality and curriculum development aspects of all HE provision, and Heads of School 
who have responsibility for delivering HE provision in their particular academic 
discipline.  The Associate Director also has responsibility for the delivery of HE 
courses within the curriculum areas of Business and Management, Initial Teacher 
Training and Early Years. She is also responsible for delivery of Access to Higher 
Education courses.  The Associate Director of Higher and Professional Education is a 
second tier manager reporting to the Director of Quality who is a member of the 
College Leadership Group which is the most senior management team chaired by the 
Principal.  
 
Student support within the college is the overall responsibility of the Director of 
Functional and Supported Learning, who is a member of the College Leadership 
Group. Within the college “learner support” is defined and managed in two main 
areas:   
 

• Student administration/support: covering admissions, reception, examinations, 
careers education, welfare and finance, enrichment, student attendance. 

• Learning support: covering additional learning support including basic skills 
and support for students with learning difficulties. 
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Student support is available to all students in the college; learning support is available 
to all students with a registered learning disability whether studying at FE or HE 
level.  More informal individual and in-class support is available to FE students as 
Learning Assistants are deployed in the curriculum areas and provide ongoing support 
as required. This is facilitated in part by the critical mass of students requiring this 
type of support and by funding mechanisms for LSC-funded courses.  Learning 
support for FE students is seen as one of the college’s strengths and was highlighted 
in the recent Ofsted inspection as an area of good practice.   
 
For HE students more informal support, and in particular support for students for 
whom English is not their first language, presents more of a challenge.  Funding from 
HEFCE does not include specific provision for additional learning support for HE 
students: it comes as a block grant and institutions are free to distribute this grant 
internally at their discretion – as long as it is used to support teaching, research and 
related activities.   
 
At WHC, all students entering HE are assessed during their initial induction week and 
academic support is provided via the tutorial framework and embedded study skills.  
However, this is provided by academic tutors who may not be specialists in providing 
support for functional skills (literacy and numeracy).  HE tutors are generally very 
supportive of students’ wide-ranging needs: all students are provided with a personal 
tutor with whom they meet on a regular basis and there is a culture of ‘open access’ 
by tutors to HE students.  Individual additional learning support can only be provided 
for students with a recognised disability who hold a current Disability Students’ 
Allowance (DSA).  HE students are required to fund the assessment for the DSA 
themselves and it can take some months to process.  Students can therefore sometimes 
be left without essential support at the critical early stages of an HE programme. The 
college’s wish to improve on the level and effectiveness of student support for HE 
students is evidenced by the focus of this research – support for HE students in an FE 
college. 
 
The college generally has lower entry criteria for the HE courses that it provides on 
behalf of the University. This may reflect slightly different needs in the two different 
student groups and, in turn, different approaches to the methods of teaching, learning 
and student support. Since the college has considerable experience of ensuring 
progression of non-traditional HE students, there is the opportunity for universities in 
general to learn from this experience and to exploit this expertise for their own 
purposes, particularly with reference to widening participation.  
 
This report presents research into the methods by which the college seeks to engage 
its HE student population across the different schools and includes an assessment by 
the students of the effectiveness of this.  
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The Research 
 
In order to discover how WHC supports its HE student population data was amassed 
by conducting interviews with students and staff across the different schools. This 
provided the opportunity to discover the strong points within the college itself, but 
also to determine if there were opportunities for other schools within the college to 
learn from each other.  
 
Students were provided with a questionnaire allowing them to make an assessment of  
how the college provided for their pedagogic needs. In order to minimise bias, the 
questionnaire was designed to be as open as possible. The students were assured of 
the confidentiality of the questionnaire to assuage any worries that their teaching staff 
might have access to any negative comments. In order to increase student 
participation in this study, they were approached during their lessons and given time 
in the lesson to consider and complete the questionnaire. The questionnaire was set 
out to allow the students to write directly onto it and was collected directly from them 
by the researcher.  
 
Completion of the questionnaire was completely voluntary and the students were not 
required to complete any questions if they chose not to. The students were encouraged 
to discuss the questions amongst themselves before completing the questionnaire in 
order to try to achieve some consensus as to the most appropriate answers as well as 
to help to ensure that they provided a full and honest evaluation rather than answering 
as quickly as possible with the first thing that came to mind.  
 
In a similar manner, staff were provided with a voluntary questionnaire designed to 
find out their opinions of how HE students are supported at WHC and what they 
believed to be the biggest obstacles to student success. As with the student 
questionnaire, the staff questionnaire was as open as possible in order to minimise 
bias. The staff were assured of the confidentiality of the questionnaire and it was 
provided to them as well as being collected directly from them by the researcher.  
 
Full responses to these questionnaires are detailed in a separate report to WHC.  The 
findings of the student questionnaire are summarised here and are followed by 
analyses of the overall dataset (i.e. the responses to both the student and staff 
questionnaires). 
 
 
The Student Questionnaire: Findings 
 
A total of 98 students completed and returned questionnaires: 13 from students in the 
School of Art, Design and Media; 25 from students in the School of Care and Early 
Years; and 60 from students in the School of Higher and Professional Education. The 
full report to WHC includes responses by school. Here, the aggregated responses are 
given here for the college as a whole. Where appropriate, the top three answers are 
provided along with the proportion of the total results that these answers comprised. 
Where an answer was not provided, that question was not taken into account from that 
questionnaire, so throughout the results, ‘unknown’ means the responder explicitly 
answered as unknown. 
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What grade do you expect to achieve? 
 
NB in order to assess grades across all the schools, A and distinction were collated 
under First Class, B and Merit under Second Class and C under Third Class. 
 

• 1st Class  23% 
• 2nd Class  55% 
• 3rd Class  11% 
• Other   11% 

 
 
 
Would you be satisfied with this? 

 
• Yes   77% 
• No   21% 
• Unknown  2% 

 
 
 
What does the college do to get the best out of you academically? 
 

• Tutorials  18% 
• Individual Tutorials 11% 
• Course work  10% 
• Other   61% 

 
 
 
What do you do to help you achieve more academically? 
 

• Extra reading  24% 
• Talk to tutors  16% 
• Manage time well 13% 
• Other   47% 

 
 
 
What are you prepared to do to help with your academic achievement? 
 

• Self study   20% 
(includes extra reading) 

• Anything  14% 
• Visit tutor for help 10% 
• Other   56% 

 
 
 

 53



Do you feel that the college offers sufficient opportunity for you to achieve your 
academic aspirations? 
 

• Yes   53%  
• No   29% 
• Sometimes  16% 
• Other   2% 

 
 
 
What aspects of the way your or course or department are run do you believe hinder 
your academic progress? 
 

• Staff unavailable  15% 
(includes don’t know where to find help) 

• Poor organisation 14% 
• Materials unavailable 7% 
• Other   64% 

 
 
 
What does the college offer you in the way of additional support? 
 

• Materials/resources 45% 
• Tutors   35% 
• Study club/tutorials 20% 

 
 
 
What would you like to see the college offer you to improve your academic 
achievement? 
 

• More tutors for drop-in sessions and more tutorials    
   21% 

• More facilities and resources (computers, longer hours for learning centre, etc)
   21% 

• Better organisation (includes of assignments)    
   14% 

• Other   44%      
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The Staff Questionnaire: findings 
 
What is the approximate retention rate in your area and what proportion of those 
succeed in passing the course? 
 
There was quite a low response rate to this question: 
 

• Retention    80%-90% 
• Pass rate    80%-100% 

 
 
 
What proportion of your students do you believe do NOT currently have the academic 
skills / abilities to successfully pass the course? 
 
This question had the greatest variation in the responses returned, with very different 
estimates within the schools themselves: 
 

• Students lacking correct academic skills     
     0%-90% 

 
 
 
Are students formally assessed for numeracy and literacy? 
 
Although many staff were unsure if the students were assessed (answering “don’t 
know”) there were no negative answers: 
 

• Are students assessed?  Yes 
 
 
 
If they are what action is taken? 
 
Many of the schools have specific modules which address student literacy and 
academic skills. Other significant responses included: 
 

• ALS (Additional Learning Support) informed allowing students to get one-to-
one support if required. 

• It is addressed in tutorials and via assignment feedback. 
 
 
 
What proportion of your students do not have the correct level of literacy skills to 
meet the demands of the course? 
 
Again this question produced a wide range of variation in the estimates provided: 
 

• Students lacking literacy skills 0%-100% 
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What help is given to those students with poor literacy skills (including those for 
whom English is not their first language)? 
 
This question provoked very similar responses, irrespective of school, including: 
 

• Feedback on assignments. 
• Learning support is provided to those that require it  
• Course modules specifically address student literacy and academic skills. 
• Tutors are available for one-to-one sessions as required. 

 
However, some responded: 
 

• Nothing. 
 
 
 
What is offered in the way of help to all students to help them achieve their academic 
goals?  
 
Again, this question provoked very similar responses, irrespective of school, such as:  
 

• Close individual support in lessons. 
• One to one workshops/tutorials as required and drop-in sessions. 
• Tutorials  
• Student support 
• Students can Email staff for help, advice and support. 

 
 
 
Are there any optional lessons available to improve the student’s academic 
achievement? 
 
Responses across the Schools, included:  
 

• Unknown 
• Yes, supplementary module. 
• Yes, drop-in sessions 
• No 

 
 
 
What is the take up rate for these? 
 
Where optional lessons were available, the take up rate was high: 
 

• Supplementary module  100% take up rate 
• Drop-in sessions   1-4 hours per week 
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What do you believe to be the main problems in your area that hinder the academic 
achievement of the students? 
 
This provoked a range of responses but these were reported across all schools: 
 

• Poor previous achievement by the students 
• Poor student attendance 
• Student lack of commitment 
• Poor time management 
• Lack of support for literacy 
• Lack of attendance 
• Lack of staff communication 
• Careers advice 

 
 
 
What would you like to see in the way of improvements in the way the course is run to 
help the students achieve more academically? 
 
Again, these responses were reported across all three schools: 
 

• More emphasis on teaching essay skills and literacy 
• More student support 
• Better student discipline (including attendance) 
• Train lecturers to use accelerated learning techniques 

 
 
 
What could the college as a whole do to help the students achieve more 
academically? 
 
These responses were also reported across all three schools: 
 

• Review learning support for HE to make it more available 
• Get students to support each other 
• More robust screening of students 
• Train tutors to ensure teaching and other skills remain up to date 
• Create a drop-in centre 
• Improve student discipline 
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Summary of key findings 
 
Retention and achievement rates 
 

• None of the students expected to fail their course indicating a fair measure of 
satisfaction. 

• 77% of respondents were happy with the grade they are expecting to achieve. 
• Staff estimated high retention and achievement rates for their students. 
• However, a small minority of students were not happy with predicted outcome 

and some are failing. 
 
 
Support to promote academic progress and success. 
 

• One-to-one and group tutorial were cited as means to “get the best out of you 
academically”. 

• Most students said they do extra reading as a means of helping their academic 
progress (not a surprising result!); and most also manage their time effectively.  

• Access to “helpful” tutors was cited as the most popular means of getting 
support, but 28% of respondents from the School of Business & Management 
Studies said that “staff unavailable” hindered their academic progress. 

• Many students referred to resources and materials provided by the college as 
support for their academic success, but many also referred to a need for more 
resources (it was not possible to ascertain what is meant here as answers were 
not specific, e.g. simply “improve the learning centre”). 

• Staff referred to optional lessons, supplementary module and drop-in sessions 
(all with good take-up rates). 

 
 
 
Perceived barriers to academic progress and success  
 

• Overall, 53% of respondents said the college offers sufficient opportunity for 
them to succeed academically; 29% said it did not; 16% said ‘sometime’; and 
2% gave different replies. Within this total, 66% of students from Care & 
Early Years said the college provided sufficient opportunity and 69% of 
students from Art, Design & Media said the college did not.  This is a 
significant variable and should be followed up.  

• Staff replies were so varied that generalised findings were not possible for 
practically all questions. 

• Some staff referred to a lack of motivation in students and some to a lack of 
discipline. 

• Several staff suggested many students arrive at the college without the literacy 
and academic skills necessary to pass their course. 

• Some students referred to poor course organisation and “time-wasting” as 
obstacles to academic success. 
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Not a single student questioned expected to fail their course, suggesting that students 
are satisfied with the delivery of HE at WHC. The overwhelming majority (77%) are 
happy with the grade they are expecting to achieve, which in turn suggests that the 
majority of students believe they are well supported according to their individual 
needs. The staff suggest that the college is maintaining a high retention rate and that 
most of the students that complete the course pass the course (80% was the lowest 
estimate). A small minority are failing and some are not happy with their predictions 
of their course outcome and therefore there is a need to address this. 
 
The students appear well motivated: students from Art and Media and Business and 
IT in particular said that they would be prepared to do anything to help improve their 
academic achievement; and most students that completed the questionnaire claimed to 
do something on their own to help with their academic achievement. Within the 
School of Art and Media, the students even arranged for extra lessons, (although it is 
probably a fair assumption that staff must have facilitated this) and visiting tutors was 
a very popular means of obtaining further assistance when required. However, this 
must be balanced by the fact that staff believe that some of the failings are due to a 
lack of motivation on the part of some of the students. 
 
Across the schools, the students responded that tutors and tutorials provide key input 
to enable them to improve academically and the college’s materials and resources 
were also highly rated, although students did say that they would like to see the 
college offer them more. Within the School of Care and Early Years, the joint top 
answer to ‘What would you like the college to offer to help you academically?’ was 
‘Nothing’. This suggests that this school is performing well, and other schools could 
benefit from following the example it sets. This school also had the highest proportion 
of students who would be happy with their predicted grade. Study Club was voted one 
of the most important ways that this school helps their students to progress 
academically. This was not mentioned by students from any other school. 
Implementing a Study Club in the other schools could bring benefits to the students 
and ensure that they support each other. 
 
Staff suggest that many of the students do not arrive at the college with the correct 
levels of literacy and academic skills required to pass their courses. This has been 
addressed by incorporating literacy and essay skills in to the curriculum and through 
the use of Additional Learning Support (ALS) following a formal assessment of the 
student’s numeracy and literacy on beginning their course. It was, however, suggested 
that not every student that required ALS actually received this. This could be due to 
insufficient staff or money (the limited size of the study meant the reasons behind this 
were not uncovered and it remains an area for further research).  
 
It was suggested by staff that a drop-in centre could be created for students, and this 
would allow them all access to additional support when necessary. With the exception 
of the School of Care and Early Years, the students said that they would like more 
tutorials with many specifically stating that they would like more one-on-one time 
with their tutors. Many students responded that the staff are very helpful in making 
time to see the students on an individual basis as required and staff within the school 
of Business and IT have allowed time for drop-in sessions where the students can gain 
individual help. It may be possible to make this more formal by creating a specific 
drop-in centre for each school. The students have pointed out that the staff are helpful 
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and do make time to see them as required so it may not require input of more staff 
time or college money to implement this.  
 
Whilst many students cited the college’s provision of resources and materials to be a 
source of extra support, many also requested more of these. Further research will be 
required to discover how well the available resources are matched to the students 
needs.  
 
The college accepts students with lower entry criteria than the University of 
Hertfordshire and many of them are believed to begin the course with insufficient 
skills to pass it. However, the majority of students do succeed in passing their course. 
The college facilitates this through adding literacy and study skills to the curriculum 
and through ALS. Individual time between tutors and the students is also very helpful 
to the students. It may be possible to improve student support without the use of 
additional staff or funds by removing literacy and essay skills from the curriculum of 
individual schools and teaching it as a college wide course to those that require it. 
This could create more time for staff which could then be spent supporting students 
either through a Study Club or drop-in sessions.   
 
 
 
Recommendations to be considered by the college 
 

• Improve access to learning resources such as the Learning Resource Centres 
and computer drop-in facilities for HE students. 

• Where possible within the constraints of resourcing and timetabling, create 
timetabled drop-in facilities to support academic study and research. 

• Implement Study Clubs in each school (following the example of those that 
already exist in Care & Early Years) to enable students to support each other. 

• Critically review embedded literacy and study skills in specific curriculum 
areas (notably University of Hertfordshire Foundation Degrees) and consider 
offering college-wide literacy and study-skills courses for all HE students. 

• Ensure consistent approach across the college for ‘Skill-Builder’ assessments 
for HE students. Results of assessments should be disseminated to all tutors 
via standard college documentation forms currently being developed.  
Schemes of work and lesson plans should take account of literacy and 
numeracy needs of cohorts as well as learning styles.  Specific study skills 
sessions and/or academic workshops to be made available in specific 
curriculum areas as required /identified by the initial diagnostics. 

• Provide regular updates on what is available from student services to students 
(and to the large numbers of part-time staff) to ensure they are aware of all 
support available. This should be embedded into all HE induction 
programmes, the HE tutorial framework and all personal tutorial schemes of 
work. 
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Possible areas for further research 
 

• Given the wide variation in staff responses to the open questions on the 
questionnaire there is scope for follow-up work with staff on what the college 
does best to support students on HE programmes and what they could 
improve. 

• A brief section is committed to interviewing student support staff, with 
reported take-up of some services being low among HE students. There is 
scope for further research of the awareness of HE students of these services 
and of their accessibility to this group of students. 
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Teaching and Learning: the HE in FE experience 
 
HE in FE typically comprises a fraction of the FE sector’s workload.  At City College 
Norwich (CCN) for example, it accounts for approximately one tenth of the college’s 
work.  However, as the cases included in this report clearly indicate, these institutions 
see it as a vital part of their work rather than a mere add-on.  The FE sector is 
overburdened with regulation but there is no indication that these colleges want to 
abandon their HE provision (although some regional colleges are considering this 
following yet more changes to funding arrangements).   
 
The sense of pride permeating the accounts the colleges give of their HE provision 
here is most obviously evident in the description of CCN’s graduation ceremonies but 
it can be found in all four of these case studies.  It is generated not by any hierarchical 
status accorded to HE but by the sector’s ethos of providing access to educational 
experiences that articulate with the needs and aspirations of the local population.   
 
The delivery of HE in an FE setting can be problematic: the additional requirements 
of HE (in terms of preparation, delivery and support) can be divisive when staff time 
is allocated; and the day-to-day frustrations of teaching HE (for example, the non-
attendance of students) are manifest in the staff survey at West Herts College (WHC).  
Yet staff remain supportive and motivated.  Significantly, as each of these cases show 
in their own ways, they continue looking for ways to improve the student experience. 
 
The students’ learning experiences do not begin when they enter their colleges: they 
are foregrounded by their previous encounters with education.  As the studies from 
Colchester Institute (CI) and Peterborough Regional College (PRC) indicate, the 
social, economic and educational backgrounds of students pursuing HE through the 
FE sector are likely to steer them away from more traditional forms of HE (that is, HE 
delivered through universities).  They may well be constrained by socially bounded 
aspirations for employment or domesticity rather than HE, their schooling may have 
left them disenchanted with educational systems, the costs (both direct and indirect) 
of study may act as a deterrent and they may not have sufficient knowledge of the 
post-compulsory education sectors to navigate past prejudices and misperceptions.   
 
Typically, they are the widening participation students the government wants to 
encourage into HE – yet, interestingly, as made explicit in the CI case study, they are 
rarely referred to in such terms.  The ‘non-traditional’ students of the wider HE sector 
are the traditional students of the FE sector.   
 
What emerges from each of these cases is that without access to HE through the FE 
sector, many, if not most, of these students would not be engaging with HE at all.  
The FE colleges are not a last resort but a first choice.  That choice may be limited by 
other factors – their socio-economic backgrounds, the need to study somewhere close 
to home, the conflict between individual and institutional identities and so on – but 
the FE sector remains their first choice.  Take away the option of studying HE in FE 
and their educational options are likely to be so reduced that they may well drop out 
of HE altogether.  HE in FE therefore enables them to engage with HE rather than 
remaining excluded from the more traditional HE institutions. 
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Although the government talks of the FE sector as a means of delivering sub-degree 
HE that can be ‘topped up’ at university (a progression route the CCN study addresses 
and that may become more likely as foundation degrees become more established) the 
students do not necessarily share this perception.  However, given the paucity of their 
educational experiences prior to engaging with HE through the FE sector, HE in FE 
may well enable them to reassess and reassert their educational values and aspirations, 
giving them both the confidence and the means to progress elsewhere if they choose 
to do so.  Yet whilst there is this potential progression route, there is nothing in these 
cases to suggest that the students participating in this study have – at least at this stage 
of their educational journeys – considered continuing their studies at other 
institutions.  Such as it is, their educational allegiances are bound up with the 
opportunity to study HE in FE.   
 
The students taking part in the PRC study thought that a degree from an FE college 
would be just as highly regarded as one from a university.  Whilst their knowledge of 
the HE sector may be limited, they did, nonetheless, recognise that others may not 
accord the same value to degrees gained through the FE sector.  We should, therefore, 
pause to ask why they should highly regard HE in FE.  The answer is, in part, to be 
found in its accessibility: not only is the college geographically convenient, it also 
seen as having a more welcoming environment for non-traditional students (a point 
made clear in the CCN study).  For such students, the FE sector enables engagement 
with HE as they follow the trajectories of their lives from compulsory education to 
employment.   
 
Their understanding of HE (and not just in FE) was typically constructed in 
instrumental terms of employment.  That is, it was seen as something to enhance 
current or future employment opportunities (and, to this extent, they hardly differ 
from their peers studying at university).  This clear association with employment (the 
radical vocationalism of the CCN study) is significant in that it enables them to 
harmonise the HE experience with other aspects of their lives that may well be 
antipathetic to other forms of HE (see, for example, Watts & Bridges, 2004, 2006).   
 
Again, we are reminded that HE in FE is a positive choice because, without that 
option, many of these students would have been steered away from HE altogether.  
Particularly given the absence of a family history of HE, they may not be well placed 
to draw comparisons with HE delivered through the universities, but they believed 
that their learning experiences and opportunities were just as good – and, in some 
cases (such as the music students at CI) better.  We, too, should acknowledge the 
widely-reported excellence of much HE in FE (DfES, 2003, 2006; HEFCE, 2003b; 
Leitch, 2006).  And we should acknowledge that the HE experiences of these students 
in the FE sector is preferable to the alternative of not engaging with HE at all. 
 
On the whole, then, these students had a positive experience of HE and few 
complaints were raised in these studies.  There were concerns about the facilities at 
some colleges and some students complained about the difficulties of studying 
alongside younger FE students but, as the WHC study in particular makes clear, the 
overall experience was satisfying.   
 
Whilst we do not wish to over-categorise HE in FE students, common themes 
informing their pedagogic needs emerge from these studies.  These include the socio-
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economic backgrounds of the students and their families, their earlier educational 
experiences and the potential discord between individual identities and institutional 
cultures.  For students from ethnic minority backgrounds, such as those taking part in 
the PRC study, there may also be language barriers.  As suggested in the CCN study, 
the learner profiles of those engaged in HE in FE includes: 
 

• being older; 
• studying part-time; 
• living locally and with their family (whether with or as parents); 
• being in employment and being career-focused; 
• not looking for a lifestyle change; 
• studying vocational rather than more ‘academic’ programmes; and/or 
• being sensitive to financial matters. 

 
For many HE in FE students, then, their learning trajectories may well have been 
disrupted and this disruption necessarily impacts upon their engagement with HE in 
FE.  When tutorial staff at WHC were asked what they believed were the main 
hindrances to the academic achievement of their students, their responses included: 
 

• poor previous achievement by the students; 
• poor student attendance; 
• student lack of commitment; 
• poor time management; 
• lack of support for literacy; 
• lack of attendance; 
• lack of staff communication; and/or 
• lack of appropriate careers advice. 

 
Yet for all the obvious pedagogic problems these issues present, and perhaps because 
of them, staff at the participating colleges reported high levels of personal satisfaction 
working with their students.  Such issues, after all, impact upon many students in the 
FE sector; and the satisfaction reported by staff suggests that the ethos of FE – the 
engagement of non-traditional students in positive learning experiences – is manifest 
in the delivery of HE in FE.  However, whereas LSC funding ringfences learning 
support for FE students, there is no equivalent HEFCE funding.  As these cases make 
clear, though, FECs are providing at least some of the support that may be needed – 
and often in ways that may not be possible, or that simply do not happen, in university 
settings.  They are providing additional learning support.  As the WHC case indicates, 
this may be as simple as reminding students that further reading is necessary or 
facilitating Study Clubs.  Or it may, as is happening at CI, involve the introduction of 
new software to promote collaborative learning.  A note of caution needs to be 
sounded here: although the students may well be bound by the limitations of their 
understanding, they may well be wary of pedagogic innovation.  Nonetheless, a 
majority (albeit a slight majority) of students at WHC believed that the college was 
enabling them to achieve their academic aspirations and this satisfaction permeates 
the other case studies. 
 
Students pursuing HE through the FE sector are not necessarily those making good on 
earlier educational shortcomings through sub-degree vocational study.  They may, for 
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example, be older students returning to study after raising families or they may be 
studying to enhance current employment.  Their individual aspirations are, therefore, 
likely to be as varied as the circumstances that steered them towards HE in FE.  Yet a 
common theme emerges from these cases and that is the intention of engaging with 
HE in order to achieve certain aspirations.  With an instrumental view of HE, these 
aspirations are (in the context of their continuing education) likely to be focused on 
employment.  This, after all, is the reason those participating in the PRC study want to 
engage with HE.  This, again, is the radical vocationalism of the CCN study – being 
good at what you do or want to do and getting HE to help.  However, alongside these 
work-focused aspirations they also have other aspirations oriented towards home, 
family, community and so on.  HE in FE gives these students the opportunity to study 
locally and, therefore, the opportunity to harmonise aspirations that may otherwise be 
in competition with each other.  What these cases make clear is that many of these 
students would – if confronted with the choice – forego HE if it disrupted these other 
aspects of their lives.   
 
Although these students (and their institutions) see HE in instrumental terms 
enhancing employment prospects, the White Paper has a greater vision of FE that 
embraces personal fulfilment, community development and the love of learning 
(DfES, 2006, p. 6).  Such benefits are only touched upon tangentially in this study but 
they can be glimpsed, for example, in the CI students discussing group dynamics, the 
concerns of the potential students at PRC about fitting in and the WHC students 
wanting further opportunities to enhance their learning.  Recognising, again, that 
many of these students would not be engaging with HE at all if they did not have the 
option of doing so through the FE sector, HE in FE provides them with a viable 
means of accessing these other benefits of HE.   
 
Few of these students had any difficulty identifying with their colleges: a majority of 
those at CCN would recommend both their courses and college to others; students at 
CI and WHC were generally very satisfied with their studies; and prospective students 
at PRC anticipated fitting in.  The overall impression generated by this study is that 
the students pursuing HE through the FE sector were enjoying and benefiting from 
their studies.   
 
Many of them were on pathways that had steered them away from university yet they 
made the conscious decision to engage with HE through the FE sector.  So, although 
they may have brought pedagogic problems with them, they also have drive and 
aspiration.  Such problems are neatly detailed, in particular, in the study at WHC.  
However, with more and more students being encouraged to engage with HE, such 
problems are likely to move from the margins to the mainstream.  After all, these 
‘non-traditional’ students are increasingly targeted in line with central government 
policy.  It is, therefore, likely that more institutions will be required to meet the needs 
of students who, as at CCN, require: 
 

• more academic and administrative support; 
• greater structure to courses of study; 
• dispersal of the academic workload; and/or 
• greater academic guidance. 
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Such resource issues are far from exclusive to the FE sector.  However, they may be 
exacerbated for HE in FE students who have not necessarily had the advantages of 
more traditional HE students at university.  Their engagement with HE may be further 
limited by the additional pressures of tutorial delivery in mixed HE and FE 
environments.  Difficulties arising from access to tutors, to learning materials and to 
other students were all raised in these case studies.  Difficulties arising from the 
articulation of HE with other aspects of their lives can also be seen throughout.   
 
Yet, whilst these issues require resolution, they should not obscure the successes.  
There is much that other HE institutions can learn from the experience of the FE 
sector in engaging with ‘non-traditional’ students.  One lesson that must be learned is 
that HE in FE is a vital and dynamic component of the drive to expand access to HE.   
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Conclusion: the future of HE in FE 
 
The White Paper Further Education: Raising skills, improving life chances (DfES, 
2006) confirms that HE in FE will grow in importance.  There is a clear expectation 
that foundation degrees and work-based HE provision will expand (Seiffert & Mills, 
2005) and that colleges will play a crucial role in developing Lifelong Learning 
Networks (DfES, 2006; Leitch, 2006).  Furthermore, the development of FE college 
Centres of HE Excellence, focusing on employability and widening participation, 
underlines the government’s commitment to college delivery of HE and articulates 
with regional policies (EEDA, 2004; EERA, 2004). 
 
From a college perspective, the achievement of the FE White Paper’s aspiration for 
growth in HE in FE is dependent upon: 
 

• HEFCE taking responsibility for funding all HE and ending the anomaly of 
differently funded prescribed and non-prescribed HE; 

• agreed criteria for the extension of directly funded HE in colleges to increase 
their autonomy and to release them from the legal, regulatory and financial 
burdens associated with indirect funding; 

• transparent and equitable arrangements for indirectly funded HE regulated by 
HEFCE that enable colleges to plan long term; 

• the availability of funding for HE certificates and small credit-based HE 
programmes on the same basis as is available to HEIs to enable them to better 
meet the needs of employers; 

• access to capital funding to build the infrastructure for HE in FE; 
• the development of Centres of HE Excellence with a remit for supporting and 

disseminating the development of good practice throughout the sector; 
• the implementation of IQER (the proposed new QAA method of Integrated 

Quality Enhancement and Review) to ensure quality assurance processes that 
consider HE in FE holistically and to produce outcomes that provide a basis 
for comparison of HE wherever delivered; 

• parity between part- and full-time students in respect of fees and financial 
support; and a joint LSC/HEFCE strategy for implementing the FE White 
Paper and for employer engagement. 

 
Growth in HE in FE is also dependent upon colleges rising to the challenge of greater 
autonomy through:  
 

• developing HE strategies that sit within a whole college mission focused on 
employability and progression; 

• working proactively within Lifelong Learning Networks to secure well-
founded progression routes to HE and employment; and  

• developing and maintaining high quality HE provision of sufficient capacity to 
provide a worthwhile student experience. 

 
With these conditions in place, the FE sector will be able to continue making a 
significant contribution to the widening participation agenda for HE.  Without them, 
those potential students targeted by widening participation policies may well be 
deprived of the real opportunity to successfully engage with and benefit from HE. 
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The Role of the Regional Further Education Colleges in
Delivering Higher Education in the East of England

Liz Cristofoli & Michael Watts

The Further Education (FE) sector has an important role to play in achieving
national and regional aspirations for widening participation in HE. 
The agenda to widen  participation addresses two policy concerns: promoting
and sustaining economic growth and overcoming social exclusion. To drive
the economic agenda forward, the government has set a target for 50% of
18-30 year olds to be participating in some form of HE by the year 2010;
much of this extra activity will be delivered in FE colleges. The FE sector has
a proven track record of meeting the needs of non-traditional students by
providing local and flexible access to meaningful forms of HE.  Moreover, its
strong vocational focus, particularly the delivery of foundation degrees, has
the potential to equip students with the higher-level skills that are required
to balance the supply and demand of the regional labour market. It is here, at
the juxtaposition of the economic and social policy concerns, that the FE
sector is making its significant contribution to the widening participation
agenda.  The research reported on here showcases the work being done in
four FE colleges in the East of England to engage widening participation
students in learning opportunities that expand, rather than inhibit, the real
opportunities they have to benefit from HE. 
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