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ABSTRACT

The policy shift to widen participation in recent years has emerged using language
associated with radical, practitioner-led discourses on post compulsory education
and training (PCET) of the 1970s and 80s and even from earlier periods. The
literature on groups who are underrepresented in PCET pathologies the student. This
research focuses on the underrepresented student experience and perceptions of
success within the PCET system. It uses a mainly qualitative approach to analyse the
experience of staff and students in two further education (FE) colleges and two
universities with traditions of widening access to underrepresented groups to explore
good practice in widening access to further and higher education, the support
services, student-centred administration as well as institutional policies and barriers
to widening access. It also examines, from the perspectives of senior managers,
teachers and students, institutional policies and practices to support the success of
underrepresented groups. The research showed some evidence of changes within
institutions but found that staff practices and administrative processes had not
changed to meet the diversified participation. What was in evidence was a largely
unchanged provision requiring the student to change. The successful student
experience, for higher education (HE) certainly and mature students generally,
identity was personal and strong, community links remain in the home. The HE
institution is not somewhere you go to live, as campus based, ‘traditional’ students.
The theories on success and retention of Tinto and others therefore need revisiting in
light of the ‘new’ student population. The research evidence suggests a different
context of successful access to PCET for ‘non-traditional’ students and the failure of
the case study institutions to identify and accommodate it. The research found hard
working but frustrated staff in FE and HE, and dissatisfied but determined students.
The research concludes with recommendations for policy makers and PCET
institutions.



Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION
Before the Emancipation in British colonies in 1834, there was very limited
education available for the slaves in the West Indies. The one public school in
Carriacou, sister island of Grenada, catered for both the free and the enslaved.
Residents of Carriacou had to travel to Grenada, some 60 miles away. There was
only one school for the poor in Grenada, the main island, to receive an education.
Free education was given to the slaves by missionary groups who taught them
Christianity. This was a legal activity that was fiercely opposed by slave owners,
because, according to the planter, Richard Ligonm ‘once a Christian, we could not
more account him a slave, and so lose the hold we had on him as a slave’. (Brizan
1984: 146). This attitude changed after Emancipation, when the ruling classes

looked to a religious education to integrate former slaves into a ‘normal life’.

In the1860s, the ruling classes in Carriacou resisted a demand for popular, general
education, as it was perceived as at best pointless and at worst dangerous. What was
created instead of general education was an elitist, secondary education.

By the end of the 19™ Century, primary education became compulsory (1888) but
state investment was heavily towards the one Grammar School. By 1896 there were
three secondary schools with a total enrolment of 140 pupils in Grenada. Education
became a means of successful entry into the middle and upper classes of the society,

which continued into the 20"™ Century (Brizan 1984).



This former slave culture is the source of my origin. I was born when the island was
still a British Colony and attended primary school until the age of eight when I
migrated to England to join my parents. Neither of my parents attended post
compulsory education though some of their siblings obtained professional and
academic qualifications in Grenada, the US and the UK. I completed primary
education and attended secondary school in the UK in the 1960s and received local
authority grants for higher education tuition fees at first degree and masters level
studies. My experience of attending school in the Caribbean suggested that academic
success was possible for anyone with the ability to attain the limited scholarships
into secondary education. That system saw the descendants of slaves gaining access
to prestigious universities and contributing to their society at its highest levels as
teachers, QCs, senior civil servants, ministers and even prime ministers. These early
beginnings have shaped my perceptions and the possibilities and meanings of

SUCCCSS.

There are strong similarities between the struggles of colonial peoples/ former slaves
and of working class people in the UK to access education. The idea of research into
access and widening participation had been realised through leading and
collaborating small-scale, time limited research and development projects
throughout nearly 30 years of teaching and managing in inner city London
boroughs: first in secondary schools then in further education, interspersed with
part-time teaching for the Inner London Education Authority’s Inspectorate and
within higher education institutions. Throughout my work in education in the UK,

the issue of success/failure of ‘non-traditional’ student groups in compulsory and



post-compulsory education has been a preoccupation. As a senior manager in an
inner city further education college, I have observed the absence of FE practitioners’
perspectives on policy development and research on PCET. This has been apparent
in the interpretation of statistics on institutions’ performances and the underlying
assumptions of research and government policies on success/ failure in PCET of
underrepresented groups. The impression is given of a victimised, powerless group
of working class and minority groups, failing in the education system. This over-
researched group of ‘failures’ often appear mute, their experiences and perceptions
conveyed by or through the writers, most of whom had long since ceased to be
practitioners, occupying ‘loftier’ positions as civil servants, senior academics or
researchers. As an FE practitioner and as a descendant of slaves, this research
provides me with a unique opportunity to conduct an in-depth examination into the
success and access to PCET of non-traditional groups, giving prominence to their

voices and to those of their teachers and managers.

Why the study?

In recent years an education policy shift towards widening participation in further
and higher education has emerged which uses a vocabulary from an older, radical,
practitioner-led discourse from the 1970s and 80s and even earlier. However, there
has been much research reporting on inequalities and on problems encountered by
underrepresented students and why they fail in all stages of education, (Holt, 1964,
Coard 1977, Swann 1985, DES 1987, Parry 1989, McGivney 1990 and 1996,
Harrison 1993, Leicester 1993, McNay 1994, Martinez 1995, Mirza 1996, Allen

1997, Kennedy 1997, Dee 1999, Ainley 1999, Social Exclusion Unit 1999, Parry



2002, Bowl 2003, Archer et al 2003, Quinn et al 2004 among others). This has been
the case with publications since the 1944 Education Act, after the arrival of the

Empire Windrush in 1948 and since the Robbins Report of 1963.

There is a dearth of literature on the student experience (Haselgrove 1994 and Silver
and Silver 1997) and in particular that of the underrepresented student in PCET
(Leicester 1993). The funding councils (Leaming and Skills Council and Higher
Education Funding Council) responsible for funding PCET have implemented
policies and practices to widen participation. However, there is still a lack of
information on what works (Newby 2004). Of the research which exists on PCET,
most deal with higher education. The realities of teachers, managers and students in
further education are under-researched (Avis et al 2002) and Silver and Silver
(1997) contend that research into the student experience has been ‘data free’.

Given the dearth of literature on the student experience within PCET, this study

therefore set out to:

1) conduct qualitative research into the experience of staff and students in two
further education colleges and two universities with traditions of widening
access to underrepresented groups

ii) highlight good practice in widening access to further and higher education

iii) explore the support services and student-centred administration which
address the needs of non-standard entrants in FHE

iv) examine institutional policies and barriers to widening access and how

teachers and learners have successfully navigated them.



The immediate motivation to conduct research came during the data collection
process for the Kennedy Report, published in 1997. Data was collected from
practitioners and managers in further education colleges. The Kennedy research
focused on FE practitioners’ perceptions of their practices which successfully
widened participation. It was one of the first reports which used the experience and
testimonies of FE practitioners to tell FE’s ‘success’ stories of widening
participation to non-traditional student groups. The Kennedy Report was an
important and influential report which led to national PCET policies to encourage
the recruitment of underrepresented groups in FHE. In reporting on the perceptions
of students and staff at all levels of FE and voluntary sector organisations, it
highlighted how the FE funding system deterred institutions from widening
participation but presented the ‘good practice’ examples of widening participation as

neutral and unproblematic.

By contrast, this research is located within anti-racist and feminist paradigms. It
argues against neutral positions and acknowledges the necessity of occupying a
position that is political both in the public and personal spheres of a person’s life
(Grosz 1987, Ozga 2000). It therefore identifies participants’ social identities and
draws on testimonies. It also provides the opportunity for views to be expressed that
traditional discourse would usually suppress or ignore (Usher 1996). PCET policies
are therefore examined as contentious processes rather than as neutral products
(Ozga 2000). This research, in contrast to the Kennedy report, as well as seeking to
identify good practice, sets out to examine the barriers for staff and students in

widening access. It pays attention to ‘race’, class and gender because human



experience is differentiated through such categories (Collins 1990). The research

takes account of issues of diversity and power relations between different groups.

This research includes HE institutions because part of success for many FE students
is progression to HE and many HE institutions, particularly former Colleges of
Advanced Technology and polytechnics, offer FE level programmes. Many HE and
FE institutions have strong partnerships for progression to higher level programmes
or have franchised arrangements. The Funding Councils for FE and HE have also
identified the same underrepresented groups to whom PCET should be widened.
Using both FE and HE case study institutions therefore appeared beneficial to the
research in exploring differences and similarities in the approaches to access and

widening participation within and between the two PCET sectors.

Background to the Case Study Institutions

The case study institutions chosen were two further education (FE) colleges and two
universities with mission statements and public reputations for successfully
widening access to underrepresented groups. As indicated above, the research focus
was on success factors, therefore institutions with a track record of working
successfully with underrepresented groups in PCET were selected. The literature
produced by all the case study institutions contained information on financial,
academic and pastoral support available to students. The information also suggested
that efforts were made to provide teaching and learning strategies to enable student
success and a learning environment which welcomed student diversity in terms of

ethnicity, disability and nationality.



The data collected (Appendix VIII) on the performance of the FE and HE case study
institutions, is not consistent. Due to the difficulties encountered in obtaining
information, the data on the FE case studies is based on the 2000-2001 academic
year and for the HE case studies, the 2001-2002 academic year. There is further
inconsistency with the data. Only the FE institutions provided consistent data on the
retention and achievement of students and a consistent breakdown of ethnicities. It
was not possible to collect the same information from the two HE institutions. Data
collected from the HE institutions on achievement and retention only showed
undergraduate progression (from New University) and undergraduate degree
classifications (from Old University). Although staff from both institutions were
cooperative in providing the data, they were extremely busy at the time of the
fieldwork and their Management Information Systems (MIS) do not, apparently,

easily provide such analyses.

The retention and achievement data of FE students are used as ‘success’
measurements by the FE Funding body. The data is also used to report on the
institutions’ ‘success’ when they are externally inspected by the Adult Learning
Inspectorate (ALI) and the Office for Standards in Education (OfSTED), now
merged under the latter. This data is collected by both FE and HE Funding Councils
(Individual Student Record or Individual Leamer Record — ISR/ ILR) through a
database provided by the Funding Councils to calculate income based on the number
of students who complete programmes of study and achieve their qualifications
(retention and achievement). The calculation is based on the number of learners
enrolled and those who are registered on the ISR. Other sources of data used by

OfSTED and ALI to measure FE institutional success are teaching and learning
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inspection grades. In this brief introduction to the case study institutions only the

retention and achievement data will be highlighted below.

Pseudonyms are used for individuals and the case study institutions as guarantees of

anonymity were given to staff and students who participated in the research.

The Further Education Case Studies

Beacon College

Beacon College (BC) is a large, general FE college in London with a reputation for
successfully widening access to underrepresented groups and as an exemplar of
good practice as a ‘Beacon’ college. This is a competitive award open to all FE
colleges. The different categories of the Awards recognise innovative and
imaginative practices in colleges. The Award winners receive a small grant to
develop the project and to disseminate good practice to other colleges. The Award
ensures literature promoting the college’s ‘exemplary practice’ is distributed

annually throughout the FE sector (AoC 2004).

In its literature, BC is described as having a Black and minority ethnic student
population of more than 50%; an average age of 28 (at the time of the fieldwork)
and nearly two thirds of students are male. BC’s ISR database for the academic year
2000-2001, shows levels of ‘success’ for most groups of learners that are above the
national rate for FE colleges. The achievement rate, that is those who pass their
programmes of study, ranges from 56% (for Pakistani students) to 75% (Indian and
White students). Pakistani students have the lowest recorded achievement rates in

BC, below the national average for FE Colleges. The achievement rates recorded for
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all other students at BC are at least equal to the national average for FE colleges.
This is the case for Black Caribbean students (64%); other groups exceeded the
national average FE college rates: Indian (75%), White (75%) and Black African
(66%). Overall, though, the retention rates, that is those who complete their
programmes of study at BC, are high. The groups most successful in completing
their programmes of study are Black African (81%), Black Other (80%) and
Bangladeshi (80%), whose retention rates are all above the national average for FE

colleges.

Non Beacon College

Non Beacon College (NBC) is a large, general FE college similar in size to BC.
NBC shares other similarities with BC, e.g. students from Black and minority ethnic
groups form the majority of the student population. At the time of the fieldwork,
NBC had not achieved Beacon status. However, widening participation was

acknowledged as one of NBC'’s strengths in its last OfSTED inspection report.

NBC rates of achievement for the academic year 2000 -2001 range from 61%
(students in the ‘Black other’ category) to 83% (students in the ‘Other Asian’
category). White students’ retention and achievement (80% and 70% respectively) at
NBC were below the national average (85.5% and 74%). All the minority ethnic
groups’ achievement, with the exception of Black Caribbean students’ were above
the national average. Black Caribbean students had the lowest retention and

achievement (77% and 56% respectively) at NBC.
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The Higher Education Case Studies

Old University

‘Old’ university (UO) was established in the 19" century and from its onset catered
for groups that were underrepresented in PCET. It is a small university
approximately half the size of the ‘New University’ described below. At the time of
the fieldwork UO’s Corporate Plan indicated that over 80% of their staff were
engaged in research that was of international research quality. Over 45% of UO’s
first degree students are first generation to go to university. The number of students
who live in postcode areas identified as neighbourhoods of low participation are
significantly lower than the benchmark and so UO does not receive ‘postcode
premium’ funding. UO students’ ages range from 18 to over 70 years with the
majority falling within the 30-39 year age group. The gender balance (female: male)
of first degree and postgraduate students overall is 53% female and 47% male but
there are large differences along gender lines between subject areas as would be
expected. Black and minority ethnic students represent 25% of the student
population. Student retention rates at UO are 66% for undergraduates from year 1 to
2 and 87% for subsequent years. Of the students achieving the highest undergraduate
degree classification, First Class, 87% were identified as ‘White’. The next degree
category where White students attained the majority of the awards was the 2:2
classification: 73% achieved this award. This achievement was proportionate to the

representation of White students in UO’s population (75%).
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The students identified as ‘Non-White’ only represented four per cent of the highest
grades but were over-represented in all the other degree classifications particularly

for 2:1, a very ‘respectable’ achievement - 57% achieved the award.

New University

New University (NU) was established as a PCET institution in the 19™ century and
became a university in 1992. It is a large university, over twice the size of UQO; its
records for the 2000-01 academic year show 51% of students were male and 49%
female. White students were recorded as 59% of the population and over one third
(36%) were from Black and minority ethnic groups, 5% were not known. NU’s
Corporate Plan expressed a vision to improve the recruitment and retention of staff
and students from Black and minority ethnic groups with claims of teaching and
learning strategies which counter discriminatory practice. It also cited
disappointment in the 2001 RAE funding decisions which limited its research
aspirations. NU’s prospectus described institutional initiatives to support the
progression of minority ethnic groups into employment with ‘Blue Chip’ companies.
At the end of the academic year 2002-03, a similar proportion of White students
(52%) to Non-White students (51%) progressed from first to second year. However,
the proportion of students that were unsuccessful/ failed to meet the required
academic standards was greater for Non-White students (24%) than White students

(13%).

The differences between the information collected from the FE and the HE case
study institutions made it difficult to make comparisons between the different PCET

sectors, or between the two HE institutions. The data provided a background on each
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institution for contextualising the main research data: this consisted of interviews,

supplemented with documentary evidence and fieldwork observations.

It 1s evident that significant proportions of students from underrepresented groups
attend the case study FE and HE institutions, ranging from 25% at UO to 56% at
BC. Using ‘official,” Funding Council and inspection measures, BC has been
successful in supporting the retention and achievement of its students and NBC for
most of its students, with the exception of students in the White and Black
Caribbean categories. Of the UO students who complete undergraduate degree
programmes, a relatively small proportion achieve the highest degree classifications
(17% White students and 3% Non-White students), the majority attain second and
third class degrees, with a higher proportion of minority ethnic students attaining

third Class degrees.

The quality of the student experience is not indicated by the data or by the number
of students who complete programmes but do not ‘succeed’. For some groups of
students in the case study institutions, as many as 30% failed to complete their
programmes of study/ achieve their qualifications. There have been many studies, as

indicated earlier in this chapter, on such underrepresented groups ‘failing’ in PCET.

By contrast, this study focuses on student success, the underrepresented student
experience and perceptions of success within the PCET system. It also examines
from the perspectives of senior managers, teachers and students, institutional

policies and practices to support the success of underrepresented groups. The
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research explores good practice in widening access to further and higher education,
the support services and student-centred administration as well as institutional
policies and barriers to widening access. Chapter 1 introduces the research, Chapter
2 examines the literature on access, success and widening participation to PCET
from an historical perspective. Chapter 3 describes the methodology, Chapters 4 and
5 presents the data from the HE and FE case study institutions respectively. Chapter

6 discusses the research findings and Chapter 7 summarises and concludes the

research.
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Chapter 2

HISTORICAL AND THEORETICAL CONTEXT OF ACCESS TO POST

COMPULSORY EDUCATION AND TRAINING

If at first you don't succeed.... you don't succeed (Kennedy 1997:21)

...elite recruitment is not that the aspirant recruit possesses a degree in Physics
or in engineering, but that [the] degree is conferred at Oxford or at
Harvard...ownership of wealth and property continues to play a fundamental
part in facilitating access to the sort of educational process which influences

entry to elite positions. (Giddens 1973:263-4)

The term 'access' came into use in the 1960s and 1970s (Heron 1986, Sand 1998,
Ainley and Andrews 2003) and its development was preceded by a succession of
education and social reforms. Scott (1990) cites this succession of development as
the 1870 Forster Act, the 1944 Education Act and the Robbins Report of 1963
which, through prompting systematic state funding of elementary, secondary and
higher education respectively, raised educational aspirations and provided the value

base for access in the 1960s and 70s.

The first part of the chapter introduces concepts of access, success and meeting
student needs. The second part provides an historical background to access within
post-school institutions - further (FE), adult (AE) and higher education (HE) in

England which are individually discussed. The third and final part examines access
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in the last three decades of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-
first century. It suggests that access originated from a principle of education for
social justice and asserts that the current official education access policies have
appropriated the vocabulary of the access ‘movement’ for a different purpose. It
contends that access, in becoming 'widening participation’, is largely vocationally
related FE and HE and focuses on younger learners (Callender 2002, Ainley and
Andrews 2003) or on adult basic skills. It argues that academic FE in colleges is
being replaced with new sixth form colleges and centres in order to court the middle
and ‘intermediate’ classes. The chapter proposes that academic HE remains the
preserve of the elite (Palfreyman 2002, Scott 2001) and concludes that the current
‘New’ Labour government’s education initiatives are designed to address economic

needs, which can only continue to reproduce the structural inequalities of society.

Concepts of A/access

Concepts of A/access (with upper or lower case, see below) to post-compulsory
education are often complex and contradictory. The idea of A/access in its early
stages embraced liberal (capital — ‘A’ access) and radical (lower case ‘a’ access)
notions of education to enable adults to engage in learning. As access has become
widening participation, New Labour’s widening participation policy is one of
‘academic’ and ‘utilitarian’ approaches to access (Jones and Thomas 2005).
Academic access attracts ‘gifted and talented’ young students to unchanged, pre
1992 universities, rather than lower status, ex-polytechnics (Capital — ‘A’ access)
and utilitarian access attracts groups who are underrepresented to HEls, mainly post

1992 universities, where attempts are made to reduce barriers, including
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organisational and curriculum changes to engage new student groups, prior to entry
and exit changes (lower case ‘a’ access). However, the utilitarian approach is
designed to address labour market needs. New Labour’s widening participation
policy echoes the binary HE system which existed prior to the1992 FHE Act and the
tripartite secondary school system established by the 1944 Act. This is evidenced by
the segregation of mass tertiary education which will be discussed later in this

chapter.

‘Lifelong learning’ by contrast is an emerging concept which embraces different
aspects of A/access and equality of opportunity. Before lifelong learning became
widely used, there was a tendency to use the terms adult education, recurrent
education, continuing education and paid educational leave as processes to bring
about lifelong learning (Houghton and Richardson 1974, Flude and Parrott 1979,
Titmus 1981). There is little evidence of a lifelong learning policy in England
despite expectations following the Green Paper The Learning Age (DfEE 1998) and
David Blunkett’s (2000) speech at Greenwich (as Secretary of State for Education
and Employment); however, lifelong learning embraces values such as social justice,
equality of opportunity, social inclusion and social progress. These values are also
the language of New Labour’s welfare reform and policy, that is, the development of
labour market skills and flexibility to reduce dependency on the state and social
exclusion. Griffin (2000) argues that a concept of lifelong learning is about bridging
the gap between education and the outside world, linking education with everyday
life. He suggests that there is a European drive for vocationally orientated lifelong
learning and that ideas of lifelong learning fluctuate between an emphasis on

vocationalism and a concern for social democracy. However, despite the arguments,
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the dominant language is employability. In considering the meaning of lifelong
learning, Griffin (2000:5) contends that ‘meanings’ are appropriate due to

paradoxical and ambiguous notions of lifelong learning. These are discussed below.

The 30 year period after the end of Second World War (WWII) was a time of
increasing wealth, improving equality of opportunity and the gradual opening up of
general education, including general education at degree level. 1960-1970 saw the
greatest percentage rise in student numbers in UK HE (Court 2006). The historical
and theoretical context provided in this chapter begins from this period to establish a
baseline for comparative and contextual analysis of the case studies which follow.
They will examine notions of A/access and success within higher and further

education.

Much of history is oral; 'A/access' is no exception. There is no comprehensive
written account of its history. There are historically based accounts of only some
elements such as Silver and Brennan (1988) on the CNAA and its influence.
Therefore, in attempting to write a history of A/access here, it has been necessary to
include oral accounts from practitioners in the field. Characteristically, many
educationists working ’in access’ were practitioners who did not record much of
their work. At the onset of this study several former practitioners of the ‘access
movement’ were contacted and four agreed to be interviewed: Harinder Lawley, Bev
Sand, Gareth Parry and Maggie Woodrow. Unfortunately, Maggie Woodrow died

before the interview was conducted.
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Activities associated with A/access are often based in further education colleges
(FE) consisting of programmes to engage underrepresented groups such as women,
Black and minority ethnic groups, unemployed people and those seeking a *second
chance’ (Sand 1998: 5). A/access also describes opportunities for people who have
been disadvantaged by the education system, and the opening of alternative
progression routes into and through further and higher education. Access also

embraces teaching and learning strategies and services to meet the needs of mature

students (Andrews 1991).

Tight (1988) describes two approaches to access. One is concerned with opening up
study opportunities to more and different people, linked with a desire to re-structure
further and higher education into more relevant and flexible institutions (lower case
‘a’ access). The other approach equates access with 'Access courses’, designed to
help adults prepare for entry to unchanged further and higher education, albeit,
incidental changes in the institutions are expected to emerge as a result of the
presence of an increased number of underrepresented groups in HE. But this is not
the main concern of this approach, which is to change individuals rather than
institutions. The latter approach to access is usually referred to as 'capital - A
Access’. Practitioners who developed Access courses as well as those practitioners
who worked towards changing the HE curriculum and institutions to be more
appealing to non-traditional students, were described as being part of an 'access
movement' (Duke 1989:164; Sand 1998: 5). Tight (1988) argues for a definition of
access to mean access to all forms of post-compulsory education, for all who wish it.

He did not support the changing of students via Access courses to ‘fit’ into post -
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compulsory education institutions. Evans (1984) defined access from the student
perspective, as enabling people to study at whatever level is appropriate for them.
Evans’ and Tight's approach to access requires a flexible institution catering for the
needs of the learner; this approach is usually referred to access with a small 'a’. Parry
(1986) highlighted the contradiction inherent in the development of Access courses.
What was offered, he argued, *...is a non-traditional pathway to a traditional

provision; and a student-centred preparation for a subject-centred experience’ (Parry

1986: 53).

The ideology which influenced the ‘access movement” was critical pedagogy which
drew on the work of Paulo Freire (Burke 2002). Freire (1974) believed that
education had the power to transform lives and ultimately the world with regards to
power and domination. He wrote

...concepts such as unity, organization, and struggle are . . . dangerous. . .
And the more alienated people are, the easier it is to divide them and keep
them divided. (Freire 1972: 141-2)

Freire described the traditional teacher /student relationship as ‘banking education’
and argued that teacher authority and student passivity perpetuated the values of the
oppressor. He suggested that by changing the power relationship between teachers
and students to a more equitable one, teachers and students would transform their
knowledge of the world and work together to change it. Approaches to teaching and
learning that are described as student-centred and experiential learning embrace this
perspective (lower case ‘a’ access). To ensure consistency and clarity, ‘access’ will
be written in this thesis using the lower case, unless referring to ‘Access courses’,

when the upper case will be used.
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‘Lifelong learning' embraces both concepts of access. Lifelong learning first
appeared in English language writings over seventy years ago. The 1918 Education
Act proposed the expansion of tertiary education and this post war period seemed to
trigger the debate. Yeaxlee (1929) and Lindeman (1926) first wrote about lifelong
learning, drawing upon French and North American traditions of adult education.
Yeaxlee's book argued that lifelong education was as essential for life as food and
eXercise.
No man is free so long as he remains, even though of his own deliberate
choice, in bondage to intellectual authority, however venerable, or to his own
crassness and ignorance, however absorbed he may be in the practical service
of his kind. Life and learning go together in the attainment of liberty. ...
(Yeaxlee 1929:51)
Woodrow Wilson committed the US Democratic Party to liberalism and a
legislative programme of reform, declaring "we must abolish everything that bears
even the semblance of privilege" (Wilson 1913: 1). He endorsed General Education
in 1921 for those in the armed forces who were lacking an ‘elementary education'
(Anderson 2003: 2). Much of the modern day writing on Lifelong learning
originated immediately after the Second World War, particularly in the USA and to
a lesser extent in the UK (Monroe-Hughes 1970). In 1944 President Roosevelt
signed the Servicemen's Readjustment Act which became known as the GI Bill of
Rights. This enabled servicemen and women to receive financial benefits including
loans and grants for tuition assistance for up to ten years after discharge from

military service. Millions of veterans obtained education and training as a result

(Monroe-Hughes 1970).
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In Europe, the principles of Lifelong learning were introduced by the OECD and
UNESCO in the 1970s (Belanger and Tuijnman 1997, Schuller 2003). Lifelong
learning was presented as a set of principles to enable adults to participate in
learning throughout their lives. Belanger and Tuijnman (1997) describe it as
learning in formal institutions of education and training or informally in the home, at
work and within the community. The opportunity to learn formally, informally and
throughout all stages of life is often the everyday experience for privileged groups
and needs to be a reality for those who have been excluded. The latter view is shared
by Sand (1998) who believes that lifelong learning has a broader notion of widening
educational opportunities for learners at further and higher education levels and at
different stages of their lives. The idea would mean an end to the concentration of
education mainly on schooling or even 18-30 year olds (‘front-loading’) and the
spread of education across all age groups in the population. The 1972 UNESCO
Report on lifelong learning (reported in Coffield and Williamson 1997) perceived
lifelong learning similarly to Freire and advocated learning for democracy and
empowerment. The OECD (1973) argued against the preoccupation with extending
young people’s period of schooling and for an emphasis on enabling adults to return
to education at different stages of their lives. The OECD’s rationale for lifelong

learning was in response to the role of knowledge in a modern society

In the last two decades of the twentieth century and at the start of the new century,
many discussions in Europe and the UK have focused on the implementation of
lifelong learning in order to address the ‘social exclusion’ and ‘skills’ agendas

(Morley 2003a). Preston (1999) describes lifelong learning as ... provision
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accessible in any ... place [and] should include opportunities for learning at all life
stages’. She goes on to state that lifelong learning also '...seeks to enable those on
the margins to increase their toeholds within the included sectors of their societies'

(Preston 1999: 569).

Lifelong learning first emerged in the UK government’s vocabulary through the
Kennedy Report, Learning Works (Kennedy 1997), Learning for the Twenty-First
Century (Fryer 1997) and The Learning Age (DfEE1998) policy documents and
David Blunkett’s (2000) speech at Greenwich. Taylor et al (2002) refer to the Green
Paper, The Learning Age as the policy paper on lifelong learning for the UK
government. The Green Paper conflates notions of learning to prevent social
exclusion, learning for individual and national economic prosperity and learning for
its own sake. This policy paper was a departure from New Labour’s notion of
lifelong learning as skills development and vocational skills in particular to prevent
social exclusion. Taylor et al (2002) discuss five contested concepts of lifelong
learning: vocationalism and performativity, social control and incorporation,
pluralistic complexity within a post-modern framework, personal development and
growth and radical social purpose and community development. All five concepts
have been the subject of much debate within post secondary education (Belanger
and Tuijnman 1997, Coffield and Williamson 1997, Taylor et al 2002, Andrews
2003a, Morley 2003a) and it is arguable that they should be viewed separately, as
collectively they represent different positions along a continuum of lifelong
learning. At one end is vocationalism and performativity where education is

primarily for skills development and employability. In practice this can be
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programmes for unemployed adults in community centres which lead to National
Vocational Qualifications or basic skills qualifications leading to low paid
employment (See Parham 2001). At the other end, lifelong learning as radical social
purpose and community development, akin to the principles of A/access, which
draw on Freire’s (1972) critical pedagogy. Burke (2002:15) describes this as
provision which is not restricted to nationally recognised courses but which
responds to the needs of local communities: *...engaging groups who have been
socially excluded from participating in and contributing to the reconstruction of

knowledge and meaning’.

Griffin (2000) suggests that lifelong learning can be seen as an economic or
employment policy. He draws parallels with the origins of the welfare state which
was located within the policies of the nationalisation of industry, full employment
and health and national insurance. He argues that the policy rhetoric of lifelong
learning implies expansion of learning opportunities but not usually accompanied by
an increase in public provision. The increased marketisation of education, according
to Griffin, renders lifelong learning a form of private education, which makes it
vulnerable to market forces; not primarily concerned with access and equality of
opportunity. Griffin asserts that only governments can redistribute access and

equality of opportunity: markets reproduce inequalities.

It can be seen from the above discussions that A/access has been subsumed within
lifelong learning which New Labour has used as the vehicle for its widening
participation agenda. Concepts of access will be returned to later in chapter 6 when

the institutions in the case study are examined and where a third interpretation of
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access seems to be emerging.

Ideologies on access provide explanations on engaging underrepresented student
groups in learning. The next section examines theories of student success within
institutions of PCET.
Concepts of Success

Student success has been recognised as the ability to persist to the completion

of a degree at one or more colleges (Berger and Lyon 2005: 25)
As access lost its radical principles and became a means of engaging socially
excluded groups in developing skills for employment, notions of learning for
personal development, social democracy or community development as measures of
success were displaced by the completion of programmes of study and attainment of
qualifications. The institution was therefore expected to change rather than the
student. Changes to programmes such a modules, credit frameworks, certificate,
diploma and foundation/ associate degree qualifications created new definitions of
‘success’. In a review of literature on student success, Yorke and Longden (2004)
claim that the early theories of Spady (1970) and Tinto (1975) from the US provided
the conceptual framework for most of the early research into student retention and
success in the UK. Yorke and Longden (2004: 8) describe students’ success within
higher education as obtaining qualifications, securing graduate-level employment,
being effective in working with others and ‘solving the “messy” problems that life

throws up, and so on’.

Tinto (2005: 323) defines student success as ‘persistence and graduation’ but

highlights the complexities of developing a theory of student behaviour. He
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discusses the complexities of students’ leaving HE with the intention of returning (to
gain promotion within a job, moving to another institution, or to take on domestic
responsibilities) — ‘stopout’, arguing that institutions may observe such acts as
negative because of the loss of funds but students who have left may perceive their
actions as positive in achieving successful outcomes. A recent study by Quinn et al
(2005) argues along similar lines. On student success Tinto states:
...without learning there is no success and that at a minimum success implies
successful learning in the classroom.... student learning... [is] part and parcel
of the process of student success, however it is defined and measured, must
have at its core success in individual classes (Tinto 2005: 324-325).
Much of the early theoretical literature on student success in HE was influenced by
psychology, characterising students’ success due to their personality, maturity,
disposition and motivation (Berger and Lyon 2005). It was not until Spady’s work in
1970 that a sociological model emerged of why students left HE before completing
their studies (Spady 1970). A psychological perspective characteristically focuses on
individuals (capital A-Access) whereas a sociological approach focuses on
institutions and social structures (lower case a — access). This section discusses the

theoretical literature on student academic success which has influenced policy and

practice within further and higher education in the UK and the US.

Bandura (1997), a psychologist based in the US, asserts that success is limited by
expectations and self-esteem. He suggests that successful achievement has a direct
relationship with self-efficacy. He contends that a person’s ability to successfully
master experiences is the major influence on their self-efficacy. Bandura also claims
that self-efficacy and self-esteem are both determined by a person's conscious

reflections. The self-concept is developed through involvement in and reflection on
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activities. Individuals reflect on what they have done, how this compares to what
others have done as well as their own expectations and the expectations of others.
The self-concept is not inherent but is socially constructed through individuals’
contact with the environment (including teachers and institutions) and reflection on
that contact. This characteristic of the self-concept means that it can be developed or
altered. For young people, Bandura suggests that teachers and parents should
provide experiences that create opportunities for students to master skills or
knowledge as opposed to using other means to raise self-esteem. Bandura concludes
that successful experiences of learning have a significant influence on self-efficacy
and are a good measure of future success within those areas of learning. As an
example of the application of this approach to students of all ages in PCET, many
institutions have changed (‘a’ access) and now treat the first year of undergraduate
study on full time programmes as a year to qualify for the honours programme. By
removing the requirement to pass first semester exams and arranging exams later in
the year, this allows time for first year undergraduate students to develop skills and
knowledge to confidently succeed on their programmes by the end of their first year
of study. Formative assessment is also crucial (Yorke and Longden 2004). Many
further and higher education institutions have removed the examination components
entirely from courses of study and introduced continuous assessment. This allows
students the opportunity to develop their confidence as well as skills for successful

study (Yorke 2002) and is a better ‘fit’ with the employment agenda.

Gage and Berliner (1998) argue that research into the relationship between self-

esteem and school achievement shows that it is only at the level of individual

29



subjects such as English, geography etc that there is a relationship between academic
success and self concept:
the evidence is accumulating, however, to indicate that level of school success,
patticularly over many years, predicts level of regard of self and one's own
ability... whereas level of self-esteem does not predict level of school
achievement. The implication is that teachers need to concentrate on the
academic successes and failures of their students. It is the student's history of
success and failure that gives them the information with which to assess
themselves (Gage and Berliner: 159).
Access students entering FHE are more likely to have experienced failure within
compulsory education; correspondingly they may have low self-esteem and require
approaches to learning and teaching and learning experiences to raise their self-
esteem. The notion of developing self-esteem is a key factor in the structuring of
mainstream as well as Access programmes within PCET institutions to enable

students to have successful experiences in the early periods of attending the

institution. This will be explored in the case study analysis.

Bourdieu (1986) attributes success in school to ‘cultural capital’, both in the quantity
and type inherited from a person’s family background. His theory proposes to
account for the uneven success at school of children from different social groups.
Bourdieu sees cultural capital as a resource which, unevenly distributed between
children of different social classes, enables some children to ‘profit’ in the school
market and others to fail. Cultural capital exists for Bourdieu in three forms: first in
an embodied state as the store of cultural capital that an individual develops from
childhood, requiring action by parents/ hired experts to enable the child to be
receptive to specific cultural characteristics; second in an institutionalised form as

objects such as qualifications; third in an objectified form as personal possessions
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such as books, art objects etc. Bourdieu also differentiates between three forms of
capital: economic, cultural and social. Those who can acquire more of the different
forms of capital relative to others occupy the higher levels of society and are able to
maintain their positions. Bourdieu and Passeron’s (1977) idea of cultural
reproduction is related to the existence of disadvantage and inequalities within
capitalist societies. The social divisions within capitalist societies are seen as
ensuring an education for working class students which produces manual workers.
This is reproduced from one generation to the next through the education system and
other social institutions. According to Bourdieu, removing the inequalities would

disrupt the system. Therefore, schools in capitalist societies will always be stratified.

Berger (2000) applies Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital to student withdrawal
and offers four propositions to test social reproduction by examining the ‘fit’
between a student’s cultural capital and that of the education institution. He proposes
that the higher the social capital of an institution, the higher the retention rate;
students with the highest social capital are more likely to succeed in all types of
institutions than students with the lowest social capital; students with the highest
levels of social capital will succeed in institutions with high levels of cultural capital
and students with low levels of cultural capital are more likely to succeed in
institutions with correspondingly low levels of cultural capital. He concludes that
future research should focus on theories which explain the relationship between
specific types of students and specific types of institutions rather than a broad
approach to research which seeks to explore all types of students in all types of
institutions. Thrupp (1999) likewise claims that students of all social groups are

more successful in institutions with high social capital but asserts that students with
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the lowest social capital fail even in institutions with low levels of social capital due
to a combination of their backgrounds and the absence of those resources and

processes that are provided in institutions with high levels of social capital.

Bourdieu’s theory of cultural reproduction also extends to the concept of ‘habitus’.
The habitus is not innate but acquired through socialisation as a set of norms and
practices characteristic of an individual’s social class (Bourdieu 1998). An
individual’s behaviour is influenced by their habitus which, together with the
external restrictions of the ‘field’ (social settings) is responsible for their actions and
understandings. Individuals are not conscious of their habitus but, like cultural
capital, it is embodied in the norms and practices of their class groups which are
largely acquired through their families. Some class groups, Bourdieu argues, are
dominant. Habitus also applies to institutions (Thomas 2001, Yorke and Longden
2004, Reay et al 2005) whereby the cultural codes and norms of educational
institutions are often more familiar to students from high socio-economic groups
who thus find it easier to achieve educational success than students from poorer
backgrounds. Habitus is the outcome of socialisation within the family and changes
as individuals come into contact with external environments. Through engaging with
a field, habitus can reproduce an individual’s disposition. Conversely habitus can
change through experiences which lower or raise an individual’s expectations.
Education institutions can therefore play a significant role in changing an

individual’s habitus (Thomas 2001).

Durkheim’s (1951) study of suicide was the source of Tinto’s (1975, 1987) and

Spady’s (1970) theories of student non-completion (Brunsden et al 2000, Walker et
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al 2004). Durkheim claimed that individuals were less likely to commit suicide if
they were socially integrated, sharing common values with others. He used the
example of married Italian Catholics who were less prone to committing suicide
than single Protestant Englishmen. Spady (1970) likened suicide to student non-
completion. He claimed that students were more likely to drop out if they did not
share the same values as other students, were not socially integrated with other
students and did not feel comfortable within the college environment. In Spady's
(1970) first attempt to devise a model of student drop out, four distinct features
emerged: marks achieved, cognitive development, ‘normative congruence’ and
support from students; a fifth feature, ‘social integration’, he claimed was influenced
by the four distinct features. These five characteristics were then linked indirectly to
the dependent variable (dropout decision) through two intervening variables
(satisfaction and institutional commitment). After researching this model among first
year undergraduates in 1965, Spady (1971) revised it. His revised model kept
features of the original but included two changes. The first was the addition of
another part including structural relations and friendship support and the second
improvement was a revision of the relationships between its components. Similar to
Bourdieu’s habitus, Spady’s assertion was that a dynamic relationship existed
between the institution and the student which created the necessary environment for
successful student academic development. Student actions and characteristics were
important factors and success, according to Spady, was dependent on student

involvement and effort.

Astin (1970) developed a model of student academic success based on involvement

in the learning process, particularly in their first year of undergraduate study (1984).
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Astin associated student learning and development with the ability of an education
programme to encourage students to devote time and energy to it. Through his
research into the quality and quantity of their involvement with 348 college students,
he concluded that students who are engaged are more likely to remain on their
programme and successfully complete their studies. He perceived engagement as
student involvement with activities where they live (on or off campus), within their
college department and with the main senior academic of their programme of study.
Astin identified successfully engaged students as those who were highly articulate
and assertive, who make time to study, have a positive attitude, conduct research and
are involved with student government and athletics. Astin’s model is often applied
within colleges of further and higher education in the provision of resources for
extra curricular activities, project/research based assignments, student associations

and student representation on governing body/ departmental committees.

The present research examined the case study institutions’ documents to explore the
provision of programmes and resources to develop students’ cultural capital and
used interview questions to investigate teaching and learning approaches to foster

peer support among students.

Though Tinto is a sociologist, Yorke and Longden identify both sociological and
psychological components within his theory of student success: ‘intentions, goals
and commitments and...the decision whether to depart from, or stay in higher
education’ (Yorke and Longden 2004:76). Tinto, like Spady, developed a model of
student integration based on Durkheim’s study of suicide. Durkheim’s (1951)

sociological analysis of suicide was used by Tinto to explain how a lack of adequate
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social and academic integration (transition and incorporation) resulted in student
attrition or ‘suicide’. Tinto built on the earlier work of Astin (1970) expressing the
importance of a combination of students’ background characteristics with
institutional characteristics and integration processes to bring together the student
and the institution. This is again similar to Bourdieu’s institutional and individual

habitus.

In his first model, Tinto (1975) linked students’ success to the meanings they gave to
the formal and informal interactions they had with their institutions which he
described as social and academic interaction. Social integration is related to the level
of similarity between the social systems of the institution and the individual student.
This occurs, according to Tinto, both at the institutional level as well as at the
subculture level of an institution. Academic integration has two dimensions: one
dimension is the accomplishment of specific standards within the institution and the
other is the individual’s attachment to the traditions and conventions of the
institution. The model also characterised student success as commitment to their
career, to their academic achievement as well as to the institution. Pascarella et al
(1986: 156) coined the phrase ‘person-environment fit’ to describe what was central
to Tinto’s model. Tinto later revised his theory, linking the student journey to Van
Gennep’s rites of passage: ‘separation, transition and incorporation’ (1960:11) to
explain the process of integration. This brought into the model longitudinal and
process elements which are found in Astin’s model (1970) but were absent in
Tinto’s earlier model. Tinto’s model describes the process of students going through

higher education as experiencing separation from their family and home, making the
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transition to HE and incorporation into the environment of HE. However, for part
time students and some home-based, full time students, this passage is not clear cut
as for campus-based, full time students, leaving home. Tinto perceives students
dropping out of institutions as a longitudinal process, influenced by students’
individual characteristics such as personality, secondary education experiences,
family background etc. as well as their commitment to the institution:
The more time faculty give to their students, and students to each other the
more likely are students to complete their education. Both academically and
socially, such informal contacts appear essential components in the process of
social and intellectual development...institutions should encourage those
contacts whenever and wherever possible (Tinto 1982: 697).
Tinto’s theory can be seen as a deficit theory, denigrating the values, the family or
the individual non-traditional student without considering problems that may exist
with the curriculum, or the institution (Jones and Thomas 2005). It has been
supported and built upon by a number of researchers in North America and the UK,
and has influenced practice in UK PCET institutions. In a review of literature on
student persistence in community colleges in the US, Seidman (1995) reported on
the value of early and continued support to enable students to select institutions
based on informed choice and when they have selected an institution, the importance
of guiding students through the often unfamiliar and unclear systems within
institutions. Seidman also emphasised that good quality information and advice can
lead to greater student satisfaction with an institution and therefore the attainment of
academic and personal aspirations, as was found in the case study institutions of this
research. Seidman used evidence from the Carnegie funded research by Boyer

(1987) to show the high drop out and student transfer rates from colleges where

information was inadequate to select institutions. Seidman’s own study (1995) of an
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integrated admissions and counselling service at a suburban college found that,
through this initiative, students became more positive over time about the institution
and the retention rate increased. Seidman’s findings fit with Tinto’s model of social
and academic integration within the institution. Seidman’s study has influenced
structures within further and higher education institutions as well as their admissions
practices. Most PCET institutions on both sides of the Atlantic now provide
integrated information, advice and guidance services, counselling services, open
days and produce a range of literature to guide applicants through the decision
making process. But the current research showed how ineffective this was for some

students.

Pascarella and Terenzini (1977) tested Tinto’s model to explore the effect of
different types of interaction between students and their staff within their
programmes of study in predicting student drop-out. They found that the most
influential interactions were those which focused on academic and intellectual
issues, followed by those which related to careers and academic advice. In 1980,
Pascarella and Terenzini extended their research to examine undergraduate student
progression from one year to the next and found that there were differences in
academic and social integration based on gender and other characteristics. Pascarella
(1985) developed a model to analyse the effect of post compulsory education on
learning and cognitive development. His model showed that students’ background,
their earlier experience of education and the characteristics of the PCET institution
contributed to the culture of the institution and directly influenced learning and

cognitive development. Pascarella’s study concluded that the nature of the campus
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accommodation, and the most influential peer group, affected successful academic
outcomes. In this current study, the physical and cultural environment of the PCET

institutions were identified by students as factors which influenced their success.

Pascarella contradicted Tinto’s notion of the importance to successful outcomes of
students’ informal interaction with staff or their peers outside the classroom. In
1991, Pascarella with Terenzini reviewed theories and models of student
development and the impact of the HE environment. Their study reported that,
irrespective of their size, institutions were more concerned about their reputations,
graduate scores and income. They found that there were few differences in
cognitive, psychosocial or economic outcomes for students, even when variables
such as social identity and background were taken into consideration. They
concluded that there should be a:

shift in the decision-making orientation of administrators toward “learning-

centred management” that consistently and systematically focuses on the

consequences of decisions on students’ development (Pascarella and Terenzini
1991:656).

This shift in causal theories of student academic success, away from the students’
personalities and towards socialisation and environmental factors within PCET
institutions was posited by a number of North American researchers and is still
influential on both sides of the Atlantic. Bean and Astin are among these academics.
Bean’s (1980) study into student drop out concluded that student commitment to the
institution was based on their satisfaction with the institution which affected whether
they left or remained and completed their course. He claimed that this applied more
to women than to men and called for more research into this area. In a later study,

Bean (1985) reported that peers were more important in students’ commitment to

38



institutions than the informal contact with academic departments which had been
central to theories by authors such as Tinto. Astin’s (1984) longitudinal study into
the retention of first year undergraduates at the University of California Los Angeles
also found that peer group relationships were the single most important factor which
contributed to students remaining on course. His later work included a model of
‘Inputs-Environment-Outputs (I-E-O) model’ (Yorke 1999:8). Astin’s theory of
student withdrawal is based on student commitment and the ability of the
institutional environment to translate student commitment into successful outcomes.
This model relates to theories of student retention and withdrawal which have been
the focus of many studies. Braxton et al (1997) tested Tinto’s theoretical model of
student integration and found that students who were involved socially with
activities and friendships on campus were more committed to the institution and
more likely to successfully complete their courses than those who were not involved.
The present research did examine the case study institutions’ documents to explore
the provision of programmes and resources to develop students’ cultural capital and
used interview questions to investigate teaching and leaming approaches to foster

peer support among students.

Tinto’s and Astin’s theories of social and academic integration and institutional
environment to secure student commitment were also considered in conducting this
research. However, it was not intended to test these theories, but rather set out with
an ‘open mind’ (Denscombe 1998) to extend the theoretical framework on student

SUCCESS.
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Yorke’s (1997) study has been one of the most influential research projects on
student drop-out In the UK. The outcomes of his study attributed much student
failure to complete courses in UK HEIs to their own inadequacies. Yorke identified
five factors in students’ failure to complete courses: a lack of ‘fit’ between the
student and the institution, insufficient preparation for HE, limited progress made
on course, absence of commitment to the course and financial hardship. In a review
of literature on student withdrawal in the UK, Yorke (1999) concluded that students
leave courses for three main reasons: their expectations have not been met; they
have chosen the wrong programme; they lack commitment or interest in the subject.
Yorke also noted that these three factors influencing withdrawal were more
applicable to younger students. These three main factors affecting student
withdrawal were taken into consideration in this research in exploring students’
perceptions of the factors which contributed to their success. Particularly the first

emerges as important.

There are two main criticisms of Tinto’s model of departure. His use of ‘rites of
passage’ as the construct for social and academic integration has been expressed as
faulty (Tierney 1992). Tierney argued that it could not be applied in a modemn
society as there is no failure to navigate a rite of passage in a traditional society. The
model also failed to take fully into account students’ social identities such as race,
ethnicity, gender etc., nor did it adequately predict students’ decision to remain or
leave institutions (Bean 1980). Another weakness of Tinto’s model was its
disregard of the possible effect of economic and other non-institutional factors on

students’ decisions. In search of reliable knowledge on student withdrawal, Braxton
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and Lee (2005) tested 13 propositions from Tinto’s theory on student academic and

social integration. They concluded that three propositions constituted reliable
knowledge:

...the greater the degree of social integration, the greater the commitment to the
institution; the initial level of commitment to the institution also affects the student’s
§ub§quent .commitment [to the institution]...Subsequent commitment to the
mstitution, in turn, positively affects the likelihood of student persistence [in the
institution] (Braxton and Lee 2005:122).

However, none of the thirteen propositions tested by Braxton and Lee were labelled
as reliable knowledge in colleges and universities which lacked residential
accommodation and which provided associate degrees (community colleges). They
suggest further research into Tinto’s propositions and made two recommendations:
firstly, a year-long orientation programme for first year undergraduate students with
opportunities for social interaction among students; secondly, a requirement for first
year students to live on campus with social activities to enable students to make
friends. This very influential theory applies more to the full time, campus based 18-
22 year old student in residential accommodation and does not apply to the older,
‘non-traditional’ student with family responsibilities who commute to college or
university. In the UK, the recent expansion in HE has resulted in young people
entering university from diverse backgrounds as well as from FE colleges. The
number of mature students and students from minority ethnic backgrounds has
increased in recent years in FHE in the UK (HEFCE 2004, DfES 2006a). These
‘new students’ are choosing not to live on campus, to maintain their social links
rather than to break from them and to ‘fit’ university around existing lifestyles and

family/ community responsibilities (Christie et al 2005) and are typical of the

sample in the case institutions of this research.
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It can be seen that despite its weaknesses, Tinto’s model has remained an
overarching theoretical framework which has dominated much of the research into
student success. This influence can be observed from the widespread
implementation of student orientation programmes in all PCET institutions on both
sides of the Atlantic to make it easier for students from underrepresented groups to
‘integrate’ into the PCET institution. In addition to student orientation programmes,
Tinto’s influence can be observed by the more integrated, holistic approaches of
organisational structures, systems, pedagogies and PCET funding methodologies
which support success for learners throughout the student life cycle, from enquiry
and joining the institution to successful completion of the programme (see HEFCE
2001). Recently Tinto (2005: 320) has been critical of a theory of student success
which places all the responsibility for success on the student (changing the student to
“fit in’: capital ‘A’ Access). A more appropriate approach, he proposes, is to move
away from a focus on student attributes, which he describes as a tendency to ‘blame
the victim’, and towards an examination of the conditions of the institutions within
which students are placed (changing the institution: lower case ‘a’ access). In other
words, a sociological rather than a psychological approach. (The dominant approach
continues to be psychological). Tinto contends that research indicates that there are
approximately five conditions which support student success: commitment,
expectations, support, feedback and involvement or engagement. He concludes that:
...students are more likely to succeed when they find themselves in settings
that are committed to their success, hold high expectations for their success,
provide needed academic, social, and financial support, provide frequent

feedback, and actively involve them, especially with other students and faculty
in learning. The key concept is that of educational community and the capacity
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of institutions to establish educational communities that involve all students as
equal members (Tinto 2005:324).

He argues (2005: 320) for a model of ‘student persistence” which in turn provides a
model for institutional action: guidelines, programmes and effective polices
developed to meet the needs of students who traditionally do not progress to HE. He

suggests that it is out of these activities that a theory for institutional action for

student success will emerge.

The next section explores different concepts of meeting student needs and

institutional response to widen access.
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Meeting Needs: Student Centred Approaches to Teaching and Learning

:..the implications of widening access for higher education...will have to take
Into account not only the varied educational and experiential backgrounds but
the actual demands of the workplace. In particular, teaching and learning
methods will have to undergo a radical change, with more emphasis on
student-centred and independent learning. .. (Parry and Wake 1990:14).
This section explores concepts of meeting learner needs and their origin in
supporting underrepresented student groups within further and higher education. The
section illustrates the adoption of the language of student-centred approaches to
teaching and leaming to describe/ justify competence based employment training and
modular, credit based programmes. James and Gleeson (2004) argue that there is a
tension between humanistic, student-centred supportive pedagogy and the rhetoric in
education (FE). In place of student-centred approaches, they observe management
practice which show a systematic, technical, record-keeping and target setting
approach. The concepts of student centred approaches to teaching and learning
discussed in this section provide the theoretical framework for the analysis of
practice within the case study institutions of this research. Student-centred approaches
to teaching and learning have their origins in learning theory (Armstrong 1982,
Keddie 1980, Field 1991, Ecclestone 2002). Behaviourist theories of psychologists
such as Thorndike and Skinner e.g. ‘personalised instruction’, who observed
learning as being motivated by rewards, were perceived as providing the rationale
for modularising programmes, breaking them into small parcels of learning, bringing

immediacy to successful outcomes as opposed to a year-long programme

(Armstrong 1982, Keddie 1980 and Field 1991).
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The humanistic approach to learning theory exemplified by psychologists such as
Knowles, Maslow, and Rogers focused on learning for personal growth and
development and influenced the language and style of adult education to meeting the
individual needs of students (Tennant 1988). Freire’s (1972) critical pedagogy,
mentioned earlier, like the humanistic psychologists, characterises the teacher as a
liberator who facilitates learning through group work methods. Cognitive theories
place learning (the problem) at the centre of the teaching activity and the teacher in
the role of setting problems and helping to solve them. Youngman (1986) attributes
the ‘learning to learn’ approaches of adult education and the popularity of education
projects for adults to the influences of cognitive psychologists. The term ‘student-
centred’ is more familiar in the language of adult education than in any other form of
education. Adults are said to respond to active, participative approaches to teaching
and learning with appropriate support from the teacher as facilitator (Brockett and
Hiemstra 1991). The extent to which these approaches were utilised in the case

study institutions was examined in this research.

Literature on student-centred approaches to teaching and learning has

concentrated largely on techniques to develop this approach. The work of Rogers
(1993), Maslow (1971), Boud and Felletti (1991), Entwistle (1981) and Gibbs
(1992), amongst others, provides guidelines for good practice in the implementation
of student-centred approaches. ‘Personalisation’ is the newest term coined to
describe student-centred approaches to meeting learner needs (Leadbeater 2004 ).
Personalisation is based on a perception that people expect mass public services to

be flexible and tailored to their individual needs. However, there is a lack of critical
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literature in this field (Armstrong 1982, Field 1991, Edwards 1991, Ecclestone
2004). Edwards (1991) locates student-centred approaches within a socio-

economic need for greater adult learning and the ideology of meeting students'

needs has evolved within the tradition of liberal adult education. Ecclestone (2004)

argues for an exploration of how issues in education such as meeting learner

needs, both transmit and legitimise wider political and cultural concerns at different

periods in history. Student-centred approaches question the political neutrality of
students' needs, maintaining that the process of meeting learner needs involves
identifying the learner's individual needs thereby problematising the learner as
having some sort of deficiency. Edwards (1991) claims that a student-centred
approach requires teachers to construct leamers’ identities, to explore what
students know in relation to the subject so that their needs can be met. The
teaching and leaming processes are interactive so that students are encouraged to
ask questions and to ask for support when necessary. There is, however, a
contradiction, he argues, when the learning outcome has been previously set,
which is the case with award-bearing courses because of the bureaucratisation of
validation and quality assurance processes. The case study institutions in this
research promoted in their literature, student-centred approaches to recruitment

and teaching and learning.

National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) were designed as student-centred

approaches to meet the needs of adults who, due to their social status or other social

inequalities, lacked qualifications. They were intended to be a unitary qualification

system providing progression and access for all (Ainley 1999). NVQs were therefore
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flexible in delivery and assessment and recognised the experience and prior learning
of students. NVQs were expected to ‘parallel and complement ‘the credit
accumulation and transfer scheme (CATS) of HE. The idea was to enable
progression to HE whereby HE institutions would accredit prior learning to NVQs
and to assess and give academic credit to work-based learning (Edwards and Miller
1998), providing support and guidance to employees as they would to any potential
student. However, the two credit-based systems (NVQs and CATS) developed
separately. reinforcing the vocational/ academic divide (Parry and Wake 1990).

Foundation degrees are the latest, similar, initiative.

Field (1991) criticises NVQs and the mechanisation of learning outcomes into
competences in employment training. He questions the absence of NVQs for
professional and graduate qualifications (Ievel 5) and their applicability to the lower
levels (level 1: reflecting elementary skills). McNay (1994) made similar criticisms
of the competence model, suggesting that it is a shift away from conceptual
understanding. Hyland (1994) argues that they are conceptually confused,
empirically flawed, and inadequate for the needs of a learning society. When
competence is conceptualised in behavioural terms, Hyland argues that the
behaviourist framework breaks down competence into the performance of discrete
tasks, identified by an analysis of work roles. This forms the basis for competency
statements or standards upon which competence is assessed. He criticises NVQs for
ignoring the connections between tasks; the attributes that underlie performance; the
meaning, intention, or disposition to act; the context of performance; and the effect
of interpersonal and ethical aspects. He asserts that the NVQ curriculum is steered

by competency standards, the effect of which narrows the content of the curriculum.
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Even the broader competencies, he suggests, still stress performance and outcomes
above those of knowledge and understanding. Hyland concludes that NVQs are
‘largely unsuitable for the teaching and learning which goes on in higher education

institutions, whether this occurs in general/academic or professional/vocational

contexts’ (Hyland 1994: 336).

Student-centred approaches to teaching and learning emphasise the learning process
rather than the content. The underlying assumption of humanistic psychologists is
that individuals are autonomous; their notion of freedom is the provision of a
learning environment and appropriate teaching style to develop an individual’s
potential and to become 'whole’ (Edwards, 1991), i.e. fully human (this is likely to
be a class/ cultural judgement — if not also a racist, sexist, ablest one). However,
education programmes that are associated with student-centred approaches have
been criticised as being fragmented with overly simplistic values (Brah and Hoy
1989, Field 1991). Modularisation of learning into units from which individuals
choose what they ‘need’ is thought to fragment learning. Active, collaborative
learning in the form of group work in the classroom is designed to ‘empower’
learners, actively engaging them in the process. Brah and Hoy (1989) argue that
student centred approaches are not value-free and propose that, in their
implementation, power relationships in the classroom should be acknowledged and
challenged. Edwards (1991), Armstrong (1982) and Keddie (1980) further
challenged the notion of the autonomous individual (learner) in the teaching and
learning process; they make links between the ‘meeting of needs’ ideology and

social control, suggesting that the learner is problematised, alienated and isolated,
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concluding that the self-evaluative, self-monitoring practices of adult educators
'facilitate’ the socialising of compliant learners. Ecclestone (2004) argued that the
strong counselling background of post-16 education makes it difficult to challenge
humanistic approaches with the critic running the risk of being perceived as

uncaring towards non-traditional student groups.

Methods such as using students’ experiences, open and distance learning and group
projects are common to student-centred education programmes. However, there is an
absence of a social context within these methods. Learning in groups may place
individuals in a conflictual situation where power relations of class, race, gender and
other differences are apparent; however, there is an absence of strategies to deal with
these conflicts (Brah and Hoy 1989). The conflicts that occur in group activities are
explained as inter-personal problems and dealt with by 'encounter groups’
(Youngman 1986). Whilst student-centred approaches to teaching and learning are
perceived as developing autonomous leamers and providing equality of opportunity,
the processes through which they are implemented can reinforce inequalities and
isolate the learner. The individualised approach to learning that is characterised by
Credit Accumulation and Transfer Schemes and Accreditation of Prior Learning and
Experience tends to isolate the learner and therefore destroys the ‘collective’

(McNay 1994), especially in the current socio-economic environment.

The Policy Context of Student-Centred Approaches and Widening Access

Further and higher education have expanded in recent years and in absolute terms

the number of students, particularly those from groups previously under-represented,
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has increased (Mayhew et al 2004). A former Conservative government, through
policies developed in White Papers like ‘Higher Education: Meeting the Challenge’
(DES 1987), supported the expansion of higher education. It also supported wider
access to higher education by urging higher education to accept vocational awards as
entry qualifications (Parry and Wake, 1990). Many organisations and institutions,
such as the Royal Society of Arts, the Council for Industry and Higher Education,
the Council for National Academic Awards (CNAA) and the Training and

Enterprise Councils (TECs) have also urged higher education to widen access (Parry

and Wake 1990).

Through the Further and Higher Education Act 1992 and the setting up of the
Further Education Funding Council (FEFC), funding was used as a lever to expand
participation. This followed the precedent of polytechnics and the PCFC. Research
has indicated that significant numbers of young people from the Black and minority
ethnic communities obtain qualifications from further education colleges (Lyon
1993, Hillage and Aston 2001). However, studies have shown that the expansion in
student numbers within further education, as within HE, has been mainly for those
who have already gained most from schools (McGivney 1994, 1996; Uden 1996 and
Kennedy 1997). The Kennedy Report (1997) stated that many colleges selected
students who were most likely to achieve qualifications due to the FEFC’s linking of
funding to successful outcome. Greenbank’s (2006a) research also found funding to
be the main motive for HEIs to widen participation. The expansion of student
numbers has led to a change in the student group within HE, from a majority of

white middle class, male, 18 year olds with A Levels, to include mature, Black and

50



working class student groups with non-standard or no university entrance
qualifications and with a majority of female students. This change in the
composition of the student body is widely believed to require a change in teaching
and learning methods to a student-centred approach (Osbome and Woodrow 1989,
Parry and Wake 1990, Melling and Stanton 1990, Quinn 2003) and this research
explored the implementation of such a change by the PCET case study institutions as

well as student perceptions of teaching and learning to meet their needs.

The Enterprise in Higher Education Initiative (EHE), funded by the then
Conservative government’s Training Education and Employment Department, was
announced in 1987. It was introduced into HE for the development of ‘enterprising’
students with transferable skills. Skills such as teamwork, communication and
problem-solving were identified as ‘transferable’ (but this term ‘transferred from
NCVQ). New assessment methods were introduced such as group projects and
profiling which relied on outcomes as opposed to examination (Scott 1995). These
skills and the approaches used by teachers involved in the EHE initiative are also
closely associated with student-centred approaches to teaching and learning (ibid).
Hyland and Merrill (2003) question the ‘transferability’ of skills on empirical and
logical grounds. They criticise the use of the ‘skills’ label to reduce the status of
knowledge and understanding in education in the development of skills which can
be applied to a variety of situations. They further argue that ‘skills’ threaten the great
traditions of teaching and education and reduce it to measurable training activities,
i.e.: competences (Ainley 1999). Kemp and Seagraves (1995) are sceptical of

universities’ abilities to identify and assess transferable skills that are acceptable to
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industry and which offer a passport to so called ‘employability skills’. Knight and
Yorke (2003) suggest that ‘skills’ are more complex than often appreciated. They
highlight the Dearing Report (NCIHE 1997) and Kenneth Baker’s speech in1989
(the then Conservative Minister of Education) as the policy commitment to the
development of ‘transferable’, ‘key’ and ‘generic’ ‘skills’. Knight and Yorke
distinguish between skills required to underpin the range of actions in employment
and skills that are transferable from one area of experience to another in a relatively
straightforward manner. They assert that the former are unproblematic. However,
the latter require an understanding of the impact of the ‘transfer’ from one context to
another. They conclude, using the work of Bridges (1993), that ‘transferring skills’
requires the use of higher level skills and intelligence that are more in line with the

behaviour of someone who is a professional, as opposed to lists of competences.

Reports on the changes in teaching and learning methods as a result of EHE
initiatives have been few, although an evaluation of the scheme had been promised
by the former government department (Training, Education and Employment
Department). However, former Polytechnics with EHE projects have been positive
about the level of staff participation in the initiative. Universities such as Bradford,
Leeds and Birkbeck reported on the development of student-centred approaches
within their institutions. Their Access and Staff Development projects recorded a
level of staff resistance as well as successful pilots (Kelly 1991, Andrews 1991).
Sufficient research has not been conducted to illuminate the level of change in

approaches to teaching and learning that has taken place within HEISs, in particular
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within the older universities. The extent to which new pedagogies were adopted by

the FE and HE case study institutions was examined in the present research.

The introduction of new sources of funding for further education such as the Single
Regeneration Budget, European Social Fund, New Deal, Regional Development
Funds and LSC Development Funds placed greater demands on further education to
respond to new student groups in off - campus locations . Working in partnership
with local providers of services and responding flexibly in terms of place and mode
of delivery, the education calendar and the curriculum offer, continue to be new
challenges for many colleges. Equally, universities are being encouraged to respond
to the needs of local communities which are underrepresented in HE, with financial
incentives from HEFCE’s Widening Participation funding work in partnership with
employers and local communities. This study investigated whether the case study

institutions utilised additional funds to widen participation.

It is evident that PCET policies to widen access to FHE have not resulted in
noticeable change, either in a more diverse student population or changes in
institutional practice informed by student need. Jones and Thomas (2005) propose
three strands to government policy on widening access: the ‘academic’, ‘utilitarian’
and ‘transformative’. The academic strand is described as the enrolment of ‘gifted’
and talented’ young people from lower socio-economic groups into elite institutions
onto academic courses; the utilitarian strand has a focus on vocational skills to meet
the needs of the economy, changing the curriculum and ‘bolting on’ student support

to reduce student withdrawal and ensure student success (associated with post 1992
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universities); the transformative strand requires structural changes, with a focus on
lifelong learning, knowledge that is valued by underrepresented groups and ‘does
not require [students] to change before they can benefit’ (Jones and Thomas 2005:
619) from PCET. These three strands are an extension of the concepts of access
discussed earlier in the chapter. Both approaches to access requires the institution to
change: capital — A Access will bring about change in the institution due to the
growing number of ‘new’ student groups and small — a access is the more radical
approach to institutional change. Government policy has not led to a transformative
approach to access. Instead, what has emerged are divisions such as ‘academic’
versus vocational (utilitarian), elite versus mass, and ‘project’ funding for
institutions to engage with innovative approaches to access which are short term and

therefore limited in their impact and implementation.

At a conference held by the CVCP in February 1998, the then Minister of State for
Further and Higher Education, Baroness Blackstone, declared that universities
should be ‘assessing potential as opposed to A levels’. In addition, universities and
further education colleges should be more flexible, more conveniently available to
the public and more available to those who missed out on education the first time
around. The four case study institutions in this research share these characteristics.
The DfES reported that in 2004 the student population in further and higher
education included more of those who had missed out on education the first time
around than in the previous year (DFES 2005). However, students who were
traditionally underrepresented in FHE were in the minority and were more likely to

be in further education. The academic year and the location of programmes in
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further and higher education have remained largely unchanged; the majority of

programmes begin in September and end in the summer, as well as being classroom

and campus-based.

Student-centred approaches within the widening access discourse emerged as radical
adult education practice and have been adopted into the language of policy makers

and practitioners in PCET:

The notion of individualised [‘personalised’ in the 2006 FE White Paper] learning is
now a mantra that in policy circles...is thought to contribute to the long term social

and economic benefits of a more inclusive and skill-based society (Wahlberg and
Gleeson 2003: 426).

This appropriation of the language of radical access practitioners within PCET, by
policy makers, can be observed below, in the pattern of PCET development in three
sectors throughout the twentieth century, and at the beginning of the twenty-first
century. Student-centred approaches will be returned to later in the case study

institutions in Chapter 6 when strategies to support student success are discussed.
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Access Within Post School Institutions

Adult Education

The expansion of adult education (AE) which began after the 1918 Education Act
continued after WWII (Taylor and Ward 1986, Williamson 1998). The length of
courses was reduced, the number of manual workers attending declined and middle-
class students interested in a wide range of courses began attending Workers
Education Association (WEA) classes. Local education authorities (LEAs) have
provided the majority of AE since 1944 (Devereux 1982). The 1944 Education Act
required LEAs to provide for those who were over the compulsory school age, but
the quality and quantity of LEAs’ AE provision varied. Ward and Taylor (1986) note
five major types of AE: local adult education centres, colleges or institutes;
community colleges, community schools or village colleges; departments of adult

studies in FE colleges; higher education 'extension’ and residential AE institutions.

Jennings (1992), writing about the history of the WEA, described the period after
1945 as one of contradiction. Its mission was the provision of a rigorous course with
a social purpose for working-class students but in reality it had an increasing
membership of middle-class students pursuing unchallenging courses for enjoyment.
Mansbridge, the founder of the WEA had said that unless seventy-five per cent of its
students were ‘labouring men and women’ it could be considered an unnecessary
body. By 1950 only 19% of all WEA students (although 45% of male students) were
manual workers and the percentage of students attending classes of at least one
year's duration had fallen to 39% compared with 50% in 1939. This shift from its

initial principles was noted by a government report in 1954 which, while praising
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the academic standards of the WEA and recommending improved grant

arrangements, warned that the WEA could not grow unless it regained its sense of

social purpose.

The Russell Report (DES 1973) recommended that the WEA should focus on four
main areas: education for the socially and culturally deprived living in urban areas;
educational work in an industrial context; political and social education; courses of
liberal and academic study below the level of university work. This was the charter
the WEA in England needed to allow it to return to its roots and regain its sense of
political identity (Jennings 1979). Progress in the new specialist areas of work
displaced traditional branch programmes. For most of the 1980s and 1990s the
organisation had described the liberal adult education programme of the branches as
its ‘mainstream’ work, and its targeted provision in areas of social disadvantage as
‘project’ work. As the WEA attracted more mainstream funding, its focus changed:
the new money coming into the Association was for its project work. By way of
contrast, there was little interest from funders in the traditional programme, and its
volunteers, loyal to its mission, were left feeling they had to defend a form of
provision that had become unfashionable. The new lifelong learning agenda set out
in the New Labour government’s Learning Age (DfEE1998) was not supported by
funding; instead what followed was an emphasis on vocationalism and social
inclusion. In May 1998 the Management Committee of the Association created a
three year development plan. The document, ‘Learning Together’, created a balance
between the three different parts of the WEA’s curriculum, giving parity of esteem

to three areas of work: Access and Opportunity which creates opportunities for
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individual learners; Building Communities which works with collective groups in
the community and Local Learning which encourages and supports voluntary

participation in the provision of education.

It can be seen from this brief history of AE that it is difficult to apply a single
definition both in terms of its character and its providers. The ‘Great Tradition’ of
adult education has however come to an end. Its concern with the liberal principle of
learning for knowledge’s sake and ‘for the emancipation of the working class and the
overall democratising of society ' (Taylor and Ward 1986: 14) has been all but
abandoned. Williamson (1998) states that the political frame of adult education has
widened, embracing the needs and interests of a larger constituency of students,
namely women, minority ethnic groups and those who are socially excluded.
Edwards (1997) argues that adult education has become more flexible as other
aspects of the economy and society are also being developed to function flexibly. He
(1997) concludes that the practice of adult education discourses has shifted from a
focus on inputs to one on outputs, learning and the learner. This amounts to practices
which engage adult students in learning flexibly, within and outside education

institutions, to obtain qualifications and/ to develop skills for the labour market.

It is evident that, as AE encompassed a more diverse student group and received
state funding, the liberal curriculum was abandoned and in its place a curriculum
was introduced to ‘meet the needs’ of this diverse group. Who defines these needs?
Although an in-depth response to this question is outside the scope of this chapter, it

1s an important issue in the context of changes affecting access to AE and can be
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observed in the discussions below which examine historically the development of

access to further and higher education.

Higher Education

The 1939 - 1945 War was the starting point for increasing access to higher education
(HE) which developed in the 1960s (Becher and Kogan 1992; McNay 1992; Egerton
and Halsey 1993). The history of access to HE after WWII, reported below, shows
year on year increases in the number of students participating, greater gender
equality but continued race and class inequalities. The last University Grant
Committee's (UGC) report before the War recommended a slow increase in student
numbers and a greater concern for quality. In 1937-38 the number of students in
university education was 50,000. England in particular lagged behind similar
European countries in the number of inhabitants per university student:

Number of Inhabitants per University Student:

Italy 808

England 1,013

Germany 604 Scotland 473
Holland 579 Wales 741
Sweden 543 Great Britain 885
France 480 USA 125

Switzerland 387
(Simon 1999:30)
Throughout the developed world, the decades after WWII were decades of

expanding opportunities in which increasing numbers of people from ’ordinary’

59



backgrounds got the chance of secondary and higher education and the opportunity,
denied to their parents' generation, of social mobility and full employment
(Williamson 1998, McNay 1992). The Barlow Committee (Barlow1946) was set up
to advise on policies for the development of scientific manpower (sic) resources
during the next ten years and to make recommendations on the establishment of a
permanent system for carrying out surveys on the best use of scientific resources in
the national interest. The Committee’s report Scientific Man-power proposed an
increase of the university system from 50,000 to 90,000 places as soon as possible.
Two years later, in 1948 - 49 there were already 83,000 students in higher education.
The increases were mainly in the provincial universities although Oxford had
increased its overall numbers by fifty percent (Simon 1999), recruiting ex-

servicemen.

The University Grants Committee expressed concern with the quality of HE in a
proposed expanded HE system prior to and after the Second World War. It shared
the views of the Barlow Committee that:

In few other fields are numbers of so little value compared to quality properly
developed... Moreover before a student enters the university, intelligence must
be trained and the associated personal qualities matured to a standard that we
would not wish to see lowered (Barlow 1946:24).
This period immediately after the Second World War also saw the UGC making
clear statements suggesting reservations with the move from catering to an elite,
privileged group to promoting opportunities for the able, from whatever social class.
The UGC’s and the universities’ concern for increasing participation in higher
education was driven by several factors; firstly, the economic need for educated

workers due to the demands of the military and industry and the waste of talent —

limited numbers of women and working-class students entering HE; secondly, the
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low number of graduates from Britain compared to other European and North
American countries; thirdly, social pressure to achieve greater social and educational

equality than existed before the war.

In 1960 the Anderson Committee was established to explore a system of grants for
students. The Committee (Ministry of Education/ Scottish Education Department
1960) reported favourably on the setting up of a system for granting awards to
students. The report stated its commitment to increasing participation in HE and
recommended that students who were qualified to enter HE should not be prevented
from doing so due to the costs. The Education Act 1962 placed a duty on local
authorities to make awards which met the costs of living and tuition fees to residents
attending full-time degree, Diploma in Higher Education, National Diploma and
teacher training programmes (Mackinnon and Statham 1999). Students who had

been in employment received a higher rate of grant (Chitty 2004).

Only four or five per cent of the relevant age group went to university at the time of
the Robbins Report (Budd 2003). This Report set the framework for the expansion
of autonomous university education and the principle ‘that courses of higher
education should be made available to all those who are qualified by ability and
attainment to pursue them, and who wish to do so’ (Committee on Higher Education
1963: 49). Four purposes of education were identified by the Report: instruction in
skills, promoting the general powers of the mind, advancing learning and
transmitting a common culture (ibid). Many writers (Drew, 1998 and Bennett et al

2000) have highlighted the influence of the Robbins Report on a shift in attitudes
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towards the purposes of higher education. Robbins argued that there was a need for
the system to encompass employment-related skills whilst continuing to represent

the values of traditional liberal education.

An increasing focus on a more direct connection between academia and the world of
employment was implied in Anthony Crosland's Woolwich speech in 1965 (Burgess
and Pratt, 1974) as in the Swann Report (1985). Crosland made reference to the
history of higher education as being a binary one with two tracks. One track was the
‘autonomous’ universities and colleges of advanced technology and the other was
the ‘public sector’: technical colleges and colleges of education. He observed that
that the binary HE system had existed from the end of the nineteenth century. Pratt
(1997: 9) described these two traditions among institutions of higher education as
‘autonomous’ and ‘service’. He identified the autonomous university tradition as
being characterised by academics who pursue knowledge ‘for its own sake’, justify
their practice through a discipline or body of knowledge and claim to devote half of
their time to research. The autonomous institutions were exclusive, with
overrepresentation of the middle classes and under representation of the working
classes. By contrast, Pratt perceived the public sector service tradition of HE as
‘responsive, vocational, innovative and open’. Such HE institutions did not claim to
pursue knowledge for its own sake and were mainly involved in professional and
vocational education. The traditions associated with the ‘old’, research-led
universities and ‘modern’, teaching universities which were former polytechnics,

can be aligned with these characteristics of * autonomous’ and ‘service’.
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Prior to the Robbins Report there were 24 universities in the UK (Scott 1995). By the
middle of the 1960s, after the elevation of CATS to universities and the creation of
new universities, there were 45 universities, most of which were small (Scott 2001).
Scott also stated that significant expansion of university higher education both in
terms of scale and ethos came with Robbins and the development of polytechnics.
This expansion after 1963 was not consistent and Scott (1995) described this
expansion as ‘stop-go’. Scott used Martin Trow’s description of participation to
define mass participation in HE: enrolment of between 15-40% of the age group as a
mass system and enrolment of more than 40% of the age group as a universal
system. UK higher education participation of the age group rose from 14.5% in1987-
88 t0 33.4% in 2002-03 (House of Commons 2004). HE in the UK could therefore
be described as a mass system. Taylor et al (2002) noted that expansion was largely
in the polytechnic sector, since universities were slow to expand - ‘their instinct

[was] to defend the unit of resource and resist any rapid expansion’ (Taylor et al

2002: 77).

Using Trow’s definition, from the end of the 1960s HE moved from elite (up to
15%) to mass (15-40%) participation by the beginning of the 1990s. However, the
disparity between working-class and middle-class staying on rates continued (Scott
1995, McNay 2005a), not only in schools and HE but also in AE up to the end of the
twentieth century. The next section examines the emergence of FE and government

policies to widen access to FE.
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Further Education

The system of further education (FE) as we know it today comes from the demand
for vocational education. After WWII, further education, full-time in particular,
expanded more than any other area of post-compulsory education. In 1938 full-time
enrolments were 20,000, by 1955 they were 64,000 and ten years later 187,000
(Fowler and Little 1973). Section 41 of the 1944 Education Act required LEAS to
provide ‘adequate’ facilities for further education (Chitty 2004). This was defined as
full and part-time education for those over the compulsory school age and leisure-
time occupations such as cultural and recreational activities for those able / willing to
benefit from them (ibid). The 1944 Education Act therefore established FE colleges
as providers of diverse education activities. FE could offer activities for young
people, adult education, play and recreational centres (Fowler and Little 1973,
Devereux 1982). The Percy Report in 1945 called for the expansion of advanced
technical education (Bobcock and Taylor 2003). The report established a relationship
between industrial progress and the high status of technological education in leading
countries and compared this to its low status alongside slow industrial progress in the

UK (Davis 1990).

One of the recommendations for the future of technical education made by the Percy
Report had been the separation of higher level technical colleges into colleges of
advanced technology (CATs). The 1956 White Paper “Technical Education’ set out
a policy for the delivery of advanced technical education in a selected number of

technical colleges. The White Paper established a new group of CATs above local,
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area and regional colleges (created by an earlier policy), increasing the provision of
HE outside universities. It promoted day release to replace evening classes for
industry-related training. Between 1955 and 1961, the number of day release places
increased from 335,000 to 681,000. (Davis 1990). Eight CATs were founded in
England and Wales and quickly abandoned their responsiveness to local needs, as
had the ‘civic’ universities, closed their low level provision and by the 1960s
established themselves as ready for university status as recommended by the

Robbins Committee (Pratt 1997).

The Crowther Report (HMSO 1959) ‘15 to 18' recommended the raising of the
school leaving age to 16, the expansion of FE as an alternative route into higher
education and compulsory day-release to FE colleges for young workers. It also
highlighted the lack of professional teacher training of FE teachers, their technical
qualifications, part-time employment and the preponderance of male teachers. A
requirement for teacher training for FE was only made in 2004 when the
Government set out reforms for ‘QTLS’ (Qualified Teacher Leaming and Skills) due
to be implemented in 2007 (DfES 2004c). Following the White Paper ' Better
Opportunities in Technical Education’ in 1961, courses for the training of junior
technicians, craftsmen and operatives were set up in FE colleges and more colleges

were built as more resources became available.

In 1964 the Industrial Training Act established industrial training boards (ITBs).
These would contain representatives from employers and trade unions. Each ITB

was responsible for overseeing training in its industry, setting standards and
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providing advice to firms. Each paid allowances to trainees that were financed via a
compulsory levy on firms in its industry. This levy / grant system was designed to
remedy the failure of the labour market to deliver sufficient skilled workers and to
end ‘poaching’ (Elliott and Mendham 1981).The Act made new demands on FE to
provide education and training (Pemberton 2001). The Act failed to revolutionise
vocational training or to change the attitudes of employers and unions towards
training or to reform the apprenticeship system. The apprenticeship system was not
delivering the number of skilled workers to meet the needs of industry. There were
no incentives to attract young people to enrol or complete apprenticeships which
offered lengthy training without a living wage. The Minister for Labour in 1964 did
not use his statutory power to influence the apprenticeship system. Instead,
employers and unions, through the ITBs, were given the power to regulate the
system. They resisted a shorter apprenticeship period which would increase the cost
to employers in wages for young workers; the ‘craft unions’ did not want change in
defence of the ‘skilled wage’ premium they commanded. Consequently, they paid

the levy and did nothing (Pemberton 2001).

As already indicated, CATs were removed from local authority control from 1963
onwards and were granted university status in 1966 as Robbins had recommended
(Committee on Higher Education 1963). Technical colleges, (now FE colleges)
were designated to respond to local needs and provided courses from basic to
advanced levels catering for part and full-time students. In 1966, thirty polytechnics

were created from the existing technical colleges due to the consistent demand for
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advanced work in these colleges and the lack of take up of science and technology

university places (Summerfield and Evans 1990).

The steady expansion of FE from WWII to the 1960s is evident. However it was not
‘access’. FE developed in response to the industrial and economic needs of the
economy and parts of the system were separated and became HE. FE development
was affected by frequent government intervention and failed to deliver prosperity to
the UK through technical education due to the end of heavy industry and the collapse
of the apprenticeship system in the 1970s. FE, at the end of the 1970s was a wide
range of vocational and non-vocational provision, catering for post compulsory age
groups. FE provided mass post compulsory education and training. It did not have a
clear focus and delivered mainly lower level skills to young people who were not in
employment or continuing their schooling. But sixth form centres within FE had
more A Level students than schools, so also offered a second chance to those failed

by academic schooling.

Towards The End of the Twentieth Century: Access and Education Policy

In an interview in 2000 Parry stated that informal arrangements existed before WWII
for learners without entry qualifications to access further and higher education. It has
been discussed earlier that the decades which followed WWII witnessed expanding
opportunities for ordinary people to experience secondary, non-advanced FE and
HE. Parry explained the origins of access activities, suggesting that the full range of
post compulsory education providers (PCET) was involved in the early stages of

access, notably, Community Education (Extra-Mural), adult education (Fresh Start/
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Return to Learning) and Collaboration between FE and HE (Capital 'A'- Access). He
described the Open University as the first 'open’ PCET institution, that is open to
anyone regardless of ability (who can afford to pay the fees, which were low and
with a good financial assistance fund). Bird (1996) provided a preliminary history of
partnerships between further and higher education, beginning in the 1960s with
small, local, informal arrangements mainly for mature students. The aim of such
collaboration, Bird suggested, was to widen access in response to local needs for
higher education. As the number of these partnerships expanded between 1985 -
1992, policy makers took an interest in their quality. This interest was seen by Bird
as a threat to local autonomy and as a result led to what may be seen as a struggle for
power between the policy makers and post-sixteen institutions involved in
partnerships. Parry's view (interview 2000) is supported by Sand (1998) who
describes access activities as collaborative arrangements and courses within and
between further, adult and higher education institutions during the late 1960s and

early 1970s providing 'second chance' educational opportunities.

In an attempt to provide a ‘second chance’ to adults who were traditionally
underrepresented in education, the Government, then the Department of Education
and Science (DES) sent a letter to seven local education authorities in England and
Wales in August 1978 inviting them to set up pilot Access courses in order to
establish the viability of the idea (Brennan 1989, Sand 1998). The Government did
not provide any resources for these pilots. The courses were designed to provide for
the transition of minority ethnic students from the learning environment of adult

education to the learning environment of public sector higher education and the
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professions. Six Access courses were set up in 1979 (Hodgson 2000). Heron (1986)
and Sand noted at an interview in 1999 that progression to higher education was not
the primary purpose of Access courses. Sand stated that Access courses were often
programmes of activities which often had an explicitly 'alternative' curriculum.

Although this was the purpose for the first seven Access courses that were approved.

Government approval and support of Access courses came in 1978 (Heron 1986).
This development occurred after a number of riots beginning with the Notting Hill
Carnival in 1976 which saw hundreds of young people, mainly Black African/
Caribbean venting their frustrations on the police. These disturbances were
perceived as a response to racial discrimination and lack of opportunity in education
and employment. This was to continue into the 1980s in other areas. In an interview,
Harinder Lawley recalled setting up Access programmes at an FE college in West
London in the mid 80s as a result of her experience on return to study programmes
and teaching ESL (English as a Second Language) at evening classes. She saw the
frustration of many adults, particularly from Black and minority ethnic groups being
stereotyped into 'suitable’ jobs; at one extreme there were doctors and at the other
end, low level blue collar careers without prospects. The Access programmes
Lawley designed were, she said, to ‘push’ at the doors of the establishment and
‘(re)claim some space for alternative approaches that recognised diversity as a
positive feature and enabled access to education and self realisation from an equality
perspective’. She characterised the early Access courses as focused, designed to
meet local student needs and based on close working relationships with the ‘key

players’. In contrast, Lawley described the regulatory national framework for Access
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programmes as prescriptive with little room for creativity. She concluded that the
‘massification’ of Access created bureaucracy and damaged much of the innovation
which characterised the early programmes. Nevertheless Access courses became
popular with a wider range of adult students throughout the UK. By1985 there
were130 courses delivered across the country and this increased to 600 by 1990

(Fieldhouse 1999).

Youth Training initiatives (Youth Opportunities Programmes — YOPS, Youth
Training Schemes - YTS) were implemented as apprenticeships and day-release
collapsed (Finn 1987, McNay 1992, Ainley 1992, Ainley and Andrews 2003).
Policies to deal with adult unemployment and literacy were also introduced, such as
the Training Opportunities Programme (TOPS) and the Adult Literacy Campaign
began in 1973. Finn (1987) argued that during the labour market crisis of the 1980s,
the Conservative government transformed this into an educational crisis. He asserted
that structural changes made to the organisation of work led to the major reduction in
youth employment and the false accusation that the reduction was due to failings in
the educational system. Finn suggested that the Youth Training initiatives, which he
described as ‘training without jobs’, failed to develop real skills but provided
‘counter-cyclical training’ for when the industrial economy picked up (but it did

not).

The 1988 Education Reform Act gave corporate independence to polytechnics and

higher education colleges (DES 1988). The Act gave greater power to governing

bodies in colleges through local management of colleges (and schools) by removing
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the statutory duty of local education authorities to be represented on college
governing bodies and gave prominence to business representatives. It increased the
power of central government in its relationship to education and paved the way for
major changes to administration and finance in further and higher education. The
introduction of parental choice prepared the path for the concept of market
competition which came with the 1992 Further and Higher Education Act (Ranson
1994) which resulted in league tables which countered efforts to widen access and
reinforced stratification. By the end of the decade policies focused on widening
participation though Access courses and a range of employment training initiatives

such as Youth Training Schemes (YTS) and Employment Training (ET).

Ainley and Green (1996) maintain that the UK has adopted a north American
approach where 80 per cent of pupils are encouraged to remain in further and higher
education and where those who would have been ‘trainees’ during the YT period are
now replaced with ‘students’. Ainley (1999) describes this as ‘education without
jobs’. He suggests that if the idea of a ‘learning society’ continues to be encouraged
by governments, the results will be a long, drawn out transition to work, with post-
compulsory education replacing the control previously exercised by the workplace
over young people and the society becomes a more ‘certified one’ (ibid). The current
trends began with a Conservative government and have continued with New Labour;
they are an attempt to make a more lasting response to the permanent structural
unemployment of young people. The number of students in further and higher
education between 1972 and 1982 grew from 602,000 (HE), 914,000 (FE) to

832,000 (HE) and 1,505,000 (Scott 1995) with arise in the size of the age cohort.
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The Further and Higher Education Act and Its Effect on Access to Post 16 Education

The 1990s saw the incorporation of FE colleges, the introduction of published
inspection reports which ‘named and shamed’ colleges and ‘rationalised’
polytechnics and HEIs. Prior to the 1992 FHE Act, The Conservative Government
produced a policy document which outlined the vision for competitive, independent
PCET. The White Paper, ‘Education and Training for the 21" Century’ (DfEE 1991)
proposed a competitive system for ‘improving’ efficiency and greater choice for
learners at the post -16 phase: schools, colleges, sixth form colleges, HE and private
training providers would compete for the 16-19 ‘market’ offering academic,
vocational or work-related training. In 1992 the HE student population was

1,444,000 and the FE student population was 2,574,000 (Scott 1995).

The 1992 Further and Higher Education Act (FHE) removed the binary lines across
the UK HEIs and created a unified funding system for HE (Higher Education
Funding Council for England - HEFCE) with separate bodies for Scotland (SHEFC)
and Wales (HEFCW). Local authorities lost control of FE (HE in 1988) and a
national Further Education Funding Council (FEFC) was established (DfEE 1992).
The unified funding system for HE reduced the unit of funding per student for both
the former polytechnics and the pre-1992 universities (McNay 2005a). Prior to 1992,
the UGC carried out a planning role which was consistent with the main values of
the pre -1992 universities and mediated between them and the government. The new
funding body, HEFCE, implemented the government’s HE policies, funded HEIs

against their strategic plans (Scott 1995) and did not protect universities in the new
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drive for greater financial efficiency in HE. Institutions felt compelled to increase
student numbers to sustain the level of their institutional budgets (McNay 2005a,
Greenbank 2006a). This growth in student numbers occurred during the same period
as a number of HEFCE initiatives such as access, widening participation,
institutional collaboration, the development of new pedagogies, the forging of
business and community partnerships, among others (McCaffery 2004). For further
education. the FHE Act separated vocational education and training from ‘leisure’
(DfEE 1992). The funding system established by the FHE Act supported the delivery
of vocational programmes and those which led to qualifications courses by FE
colleges. Local education authorities were made responsible under the Act for adult
education which was associated with leisure programmes. Students would have to
pay fees to attend ‘leisure’ courses if they were provided by FE colleges. The unit of

funding per student in the HE sector was reduced.

In spite of the earlier policies to engage learners in education, training and
employment, several reports, as mentioned earlier, suggested that learners from the
least privileged backgrounds were still not participating and gaining qualifications at
a level that was deemed desirable (Social Exclusion Unit 1998; Kennedy 1997;
National Commission of Inquiry into Higher Education 1997; Learning Age 1998).
Government data showed increasing numbers participating in further and higher
education but concealed patterns of new participation based on ‘race’ and social
class. It is worth noting that the data on the number of learners participating in
PCET, particularly HE, are inconsistent. Some data sets express the Age

Participation Index (API): the number of home domiciled initial entrants to full-time
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and sandwich undergraduate HE, aged under 21, expressed as a percentage of the
average number of 18 and 19 year olds in the student population. Some data include
HE delivered in FE colleges as well as part-time students; others do not, while some
data express the total of all students participating including post-graduates. Some
use Initial Entry Rate (IER), covering all modes of attendance and students up to age
30. This research uses the range of official data available and identifies the types of

data where known.

In 1994/95 three million learners were recorded by the FEFC as participating in FE;
this increased to a peak of 3.9 million in 1997/98 (Hillage and Aston, 2001). The
new learning and skills sector, all providers of further education and training,
including private training organisations, had a combined total of 6 million leamers in
2004/05 academic year (DFES 2006a). However, these increases concealed the
length of courses and also camouflaged actual numbers by recording ‘enrolments’.
Participants were often those who had already gained much from the compulsory
education system (Kennedy 1997; Tuckett 1997). After the 1992 Act the number of
universities in the UK increased from 46 to 112 (Morley 2000) and undergraduate
student numbers rose from 900,000 to 1,800,000 (DfES 2003c). Participation rates
for students under 21 dramatically increased from 15% in 1988 to 30% in 1993. The
Dearing Report NICHE1997) revealed in a survey of 15 HEIs that a higher
proportion of White students were in ‘old’, pre-1992 universities, than in ‘new’,
post- 1992 universities: 56% of White students were in ‘old’ universities and 44 %
were in ‘new’ universities. It also reported that Black students and those progressing

to HE from FE colleges were more likely to be in post-1992 universities.
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Callender’s (2003) study showed that this stratification of HE was greater among
students studying in London than in other parts of the country. She also stated that
London students’ experience of HE was becoming polarised by class, ethnicity and
income. Callender’s research revealed that one third of all students in London were
from a minority ethnic group compared to 4% in the rest of the country but 40% of
minority ethnic groups lived at home compared with 16% of White students. These

trends have continued from the previous decade and can be observed from reports

published during the 1990s.

The 1993 annual reports of PCAS (Polytechnics Central Admissions Advice
Service) and UCCA (Universities Central Council on Admissions) showed that in
the academic year 1991-1992 55% of children from middle class backgrounds
(professional) went to university. In 1998, the annual report showed that for the
academic year 1995-1996, this figure was 79%. Correspondingly, for children from
working class backgrounds (unskilled), the relevant figures were 6 percent and 12
percent. Whilst these trends show increasing and widening participation, as with the
data revealed in the report by Connor et al (2003) on minority ethnic students in HE,
together with working class students, they were concentrated in the less prestigious,
‘new’ HE institutions. The same is true of mature students and part-time
undergraduate students. Middle/ upper class students were more likely to be in the
more prestigious, ‘old’ HE institutions (NCIHE 1997). The numbers of entrants to
HE from White working-class entrants (unskilled and semi-skilled) have doubled

since the 1992 FHE Act but their proportion in the HE undergraduate population has
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remained unchanged (NCIHE 1997, NAO 2002) and White, working-class men and

Caribbean men remain underrepresented in FE (FEFC 1997).

Until 1990, tuition fees for undergraduates were met by the state. The Conservative
government passed the ‘1990 Education Act (Student Loans)’ which introduced the
Student Loan Company. Maintenance grants were frozen and students could obtain a
low interest loan to top-up the deficit (Department of Education 1990). In New
Labour’s first term of office in 1998, the Teaching and Higher Education Act was
passed which removed student maintenance grants. Students were required to
contribute to tuition fees and grants were fully replaced with student loans (DfES
2004b). A number of studies on the take up of student loans and students’ attitudes
to debt have shown that student loans may deter applicants particularly those from
low income backgrounds (Callender and Kempson 1996; NUS 1999; Hesketh 1999).
The study by Hesketh found that students’ attitude to debt and the taking out of
loans were more positive among middle class students than among working class
students. The study also reported that the most anxious students were those who
took out loans because it was a financial necessity. At the start of the academic year
2005, university applicants were down by 5% compared to 2004 in England. The
trend in Scotland and Wales was different where fees were not raised. This was
considered to be ample evidence that top-up fees were deterring potential students

from applying to university (THES 2005).

The New Labour government encouraged HEI’s to widen access in 1999 by an

increase in Access Funds (HEFCE 1999). This was to enable HEIs to provide
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financial support for students whose ability to participate in HE was prohibited by
finance. This was and continues to be a relatively small fund compared to increases
in research funds (McNay 2005). Students’ post codes were used to increase
participation of non-traditional groups by the payment to HEIs of a 5% additional
premium weighting for the recruitment of young full-time students from
neighbourhoods identified as disadvantaged (HEFCE 1999). In addition the
government made it a requirement for all HEIs in 1999 to develop widening
participation strategies. These strategies would form part of the indicators used to
monitor and allocate funding (HEFCE 1999). A HEFCE funded study in 2001
(Gibbs 2001:3) found that 27% of pre-1992 universities prioritised widening access
within their strategies, ‘addressing students’ diverse needs’ were the least often
targeted for development by HEIs. The study also found that institutions had
strategies to ‘admit’ underrepresented student groups but rarely indicated how

teaching and learning processes would change once the students were admitted.

Access and PCET Policy in the Twenty First Century

At the beginning of the twenty-first century there were two million students with 35
per cent of 18-21 year olds participating in HE in the UK (DFES 2003a, HEFCE
2005). Using Martin Trow’s definition, this makes the UK system a ‘mass’ HE
provision. If participation in HE continues to increase, closer scrutiny of the
participation data reveals that participation continues to be uneven and may be
falling back slightly. An examination of this mass system shows a higher
participation rate of women (57%). There is a polarisation of the courses women and
men study along ‘traditional’ gender lines (though this is changing for medicine and

law where women are now in the majority) and among the academic staff men out-
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number women two to one (84,000 men: 43,000 women). As already indicated,
there are similarities between minority ethnic and working-class student
participation, not in levels but in choice of institutions. Students from middle-class
families have continued to dominate HE enrolments in the twenty first century. Only
26% of young entrants to full-time undergraduate degree programmes were from

working class family backgrounds in the academic year 2001 — 02 (DfES 2003c).

The New Labour government continues to emphasise its commitment to widening
access to PCET in the twenty first century. This is demonstrated by the swathe of
legislation and policy documents to increase and widen participation in further, adult
and higher education, all of which focused on widening access to PCET to meet the
needs of the economy and global competition. The FEFC was abolished in 2000
under the Learning and Skills Act, which set up a national Learning and Skills
Council (LSC) with 47 local LSCs with a broader, skills remit for all post-school
education and training including providers from the private and voluntary sectors.

In examining the skills, workforce and employment agenda, the government set up
the National Skills Task Force (Payne 2000).The establishment of the Sector Skills
Council was one of the outcomes of the task force. The task force also recommended
increasing the skills levels of those who are already in employment with higher level
educational qualifications. Contrary to the government’s agenda for widening
participation to HE for young people to enter employment as graduates, the skills
agenda focuses on those who are already in employment. In addressing the skills
agenda, foundation degrees were launched (Blunkett 2000) and supported by the

government as a flexible response to higher level skills in the workplace alongside
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the promotion of part-time HE provision to meet the needs of those in employment.
The White Paper, ‘Skills for the 21* Century’ (DfES 2003d) followed the launch of
foundation degrees and together with the White Paper. ‘The Future of Higher

Education,” formed the basis for increasing HE provision through foundation

degrees (DfES 2003b).

The 14-19 Green Paper ‘Opportunity and Excellence’ (DfES 2003a) set out an
agenda to increase and widen participation to education and training for young
people by focusing on young people from age fourteen, the age which the
Governmert believes to be critical to engage young people in education and training
beyond compulsory schooling. The Green Paper stressed the importance to the
success of this policy of collaboration between schools, FE colleges and employers.
It also proposed a review of 14-19 education and training in order to establish a
more flexible system which would give equal value to academic and vocational
qualifications. This is intended to enable the mass of young people in the UK to
progress to HE (50 per cent by 2010) or to gain vocational skills through
programmes such as Modern Apprenticeships to progress to employment or to
progress to HE. All of which are expected to contribute to the economic wealth of
the UK and ensure its place among leading world economies. Another initiative,
‘Aimhigher’ which began in 2004 (HEFCE 2004) is a series of geographical
partnerships of HE, FE and 14-19 providers designed to increase achievement in the
14-19 age group and raise the number of young people able to participate in HE. The
initiative is an amalgamation of three funding groups which previously targeted

young people in inner cities as well as local and regional partnerships of HE, FE and
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schools (Excellence Challenge, DfEE 2000; Excellence in Cities, DfEE 1999 and
Partnerships for Progression, HEFCE 2002). Aimhigher partnerships are designed to
raise young people’s awareness of HE, increase the number of young people

qualified to enter HE and develop new progression routes into HE.

The Higher Education White Paper, ‘The Future of Higher Education’ (DfES
2003b), presented New Labour’s vision for increasing participation to higher
education for those who have traditionally not participated in HE. This set a target of
50 per cent of those aged between 19 and 30 to participate in HE by 2010 and
instructed universities to secure a relationship between knowledge and wealth
creation. Universities were also directed to improve standards, widen access,
increase collaboration with business and compete internationally. The White Paper
highlighted the importance of student support and effective teaching and learning to
improve retention and support underrepresented student groups. There have been
many critics of the government’s education focus on younger people and the deficit
model used to blame working class people for the disadvantages they faced in the
compulsory education sector (Greenbank 2006b, Thomas and Jones 2003).
Statements made in the White Paper such as raising young people’s aspirations to
attend university and improving attainment at age 19 by encouraging more young
people to remain in education after age 16 suggest that some young people (meaning
working class young people) need to be taught about what is best for them rather
than the onus being placed on institutions on how best they can change to benefit

students (Greenbank 2006c).
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Following successful pilots in urban areas across the country, the Government
introduced Education Maintenance Awards (EMAs) to increase participation in post
-16 education and training in 2004. Young people aged 16-19 whose parents earn
less than £30,000 per annum can ‘earn’ up to £30 per week if they attend school or
college regularly and punctually. A termly bonus is paid to those young people who
meet EMA requirements. Evaluation of the pilots showed increase participation in
education and training of young people, especially young men in areas of low socio-
economic status, low levels of participation in post-16 education and training and
low attainment at age 16: participation increased by 3.8% and retention by 4.1% and
the number of young people Not in Education, Employment or Training (NEET)
was reduced by 1/3% (LSC 2004c). Overall, participation rates fell, or were at best

static outside London and the South East (DfES 2006a).

Comments on the purpose of universities by the then Secretary of State for
Education, Charles Clarke in the ‘Guardian’ characterised the ‘instrumental’ and
‘vocational’ perspectives of modemn PCET policies. He stated that the ‘wider non-
economic benefits of higher education are “overrated” and ‘universities exist to
enable the British economy and society to deal with the challenges posed by the
increasingly rapid process of global change’ (Mayhew et al 2004: 69). In contrast,
the Robbins Report of 1963 recommended unlimited, high quality, expensive, elite
education for all who were qualified by ability and attainment (Tapper and Salter
1992). It also argued, as stated earlier in this chapter, that there was a need for HE to
encompass employment-related skills whilst continuing to represent the values of

traditional liberal education.
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The 2003 Higher Education White Paper included the government’s intention to
create an Access Regulator. The 2004 Higher Education Act (DfES 2004a)
established a Director and Office for Fair Access (OFFA). This has been set up to
implement fair access to universities for working class young people in exchange for
universities being permitted to raise tuition fess from £3,000 per year. However,
90% of young people who are qualified to enter university with A-levels already do
(ibid). OFFA will therefore be focusing on the missing 10% (Newby 2004). Layer
(2005) suggested that the key to widening access to HE for young people from low
socio-economic groups required improvement in attainment at age 16 which OFFA
was not expected to affect nor to enhance participation. He argued that OFFA’s role
would be a ‘bumper regulator’ with 20-30 % of the increase in student fees going
towards bursaries for students. In effect therefore OFFA will not change the type of
students entering HE. Layer believed that the UK government had not considered
the wider context of successful student participation in HE. He identified three
approaches to widening access to HE which were based on international models:
partnerships with universities, schools and colleges that are geographically based,
the requirement for universities to develop equity/ widening participation strategies,
and redefining widening participation as successful participation focusing on

strategies that covered the entire student experience.

On the 27" March 2006, the FE White Paper ‘Further Education: Raising Skills,
Improving Life Chances’ (DfES 2006b) was published. Comparisons with EU,
Asian and north American education, social and economic systems were made with

the UK to inform the White Paper. It was a response to the earlier Foster Review of
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FE- ‘Realising the Potential: A review of the future role of further education
colleges’ (2005) and it incorporated recommendations from the Leitch Review of
Skills — “Skills in the UK: The Long-term Challenge, Interim Report (2005) and the
LSC’s ‘Agenda for Change’ (LSC 2005). The White Paper, in responding to
Foster’s review of FE, proposed a new mission for FE °...equipping young people
and adults with the skills for productive, sustainable employment in a modern
economy’ (DfES 2006b:1) and placed FE as central to the economic future of
England. FE will deliver skills prioritised by the government and its agencies to
ensure economic growth, productivity and social justice. Concepts such as choice
and personalisation which were previously introduced in other public sector reforms
were featured in the White Paper: students aged 14-18 will be able to choose to
study in more than one institution based on their choice of programme, students
aged up to 25 will have free tuition for their first level 3 qualification. Institutions
will be expected to design and deliver programmes to meet individual students’ and
employers’ needs and involve students in decision-making. The White Paper also
proposed reform of the FE workforce including mandatory qualifications for leaders
and teachers, quality measures to eliminate failing colleges and a less complex
funding system. It is evident that the White Paper has set out to raise the profile of
FE and clarify its role with a more distinct purpose. It has again used funding to
implement change in FE but this time it has placed student success (qualifications)
as the main measure of institutional success. Its narrow focus on the delivery of
skills in FE, and vocational skills in particular, relegates students from working class
and Black and minority backgrounds, the bulk of students attending FE, to a narrow

experience of learning and career aspirations. The focus of the White Paper on

83



student choice will ensure the maintenance of a stratified PCET system and will
reinforce institutional choice based on ‘race’ and class. Therefore minority ethnic

and working class students will be relegated to the less prestigious institutions.

Conclusion

This chapter has provided a broad historical context to the development of access to
PCET from WWII to the beginning of the twenty-first century and discussed
theories of academic success within PCET institutions. Causal theories of student
academic success were explored and showed that there was a shift away from
theories attributing academic success to students’ personality (psychological) and
towards socialisation and environmental factors (sociological). In examining
Bourdieu’s (1986) concepts of academic success, cultural capital and habitus were
discussed. The quantity and type of cultural capital and habitus inherited from a
person’s family background emerged to account for academic success. However
education institutions were identified as having the capacity to reproduce or change

individual’s cultural capital and disposition (Thomas 2001, Berger 2000).

The powerful influence of theorists and research from North America on the practice
and policy in UK post-16 provision was highlighted. Tinto’s model of student
success was examined and its dominance in PCET institutions. The chapter
illustrated that much of the theory which exists on student success had an ideal
notion of the student and pathologised the student as problematic who was part-time,
mature, working class or minority ethnic. At the beginning of the twenty-first
century Tinto (2005) was critical of a theory of student success which placed all the

responsibility for success on the student (changing the student to “fit’ in - capital ‘A’
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Access) and recommended an examination of the conditions of the institutions

within which students are placed (changing the institution - lower case ‘a’ access).

The chapter examined the different concepts of access from its radical beginnings as
education for freedom, self-development and empowerment to its emergence as
widening participation within a social inclusion government agenda but with
economic objectives. It has shown the social divisions which characterised the
development of PCET since WWIL The chapter revealed the haphazard and
unplanned way in which PCET developed to enable non-traditional groups to
participate. The emergence of access as widening participation in the latter part of
the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries has continued along the lines of
division within education which existed prior to WWII. HE is largely segregated
into ‘old’ universities (pre 1992) for the mainly young, white middle classes and
‘new’ universities (post 1992) for the growing numbers of minority ethnic, mature
and working class and part-time participants with a vocational/ professional focus.
FE colleges, originally established to cater for the working classes (Bythman and
Orr 2002), the only ‘comprehensive’ education institutions, are now funded for
‘instrumental’ learning, basic skills programmes for adults, training to meet the
needs of employers, social inclusion and vocational programmes for 14 to18 year
olds. Secondary schools with Sixth Forms are being funded at a rate above that of
FE colleges and Sixth Form colleges to provide a mainly academic curriculum to
attract the young of the middle classes. Thus the development of PCET to widen
participation in education and training still perpetuates existing inequalities in

education. Palfreyman(2002:8) suggests:
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...higher education as an exemplar of Galbraithian private affluence
(Oxbridge) and public squalor (some ‘new’, over expanded HEI’s) ...say
"Club Class’: World Traveller’ [i.e. steerage] on airlines; or mass banks like
Nat West offering attentive but expensive elite banking in their Coutts ‘posh’
subsidiary, while the rest of us are urged to bank on-line to save staffing costs
in bank branches.
The disproportionate funding of Sixth Forms in schools against FE Colleges not
only concentrates access on younger learners but also sets up sixth forms in schools
as a selective ‘quasi’ academic institutions and relegates FE to the ‘vocational’
institution. As Alison Wolf writes, vocational education is ‘a great idea for other
people’s children’...(Wolf 2003:56). There is a parallel in HE with funding for

research with ‘elite’, ‘old’ universities being eligible and many of the ‘new’

universities relegated to teaching only institutions (McNay 2005a).

The chapter has illustrated the movement of post-school education from a basis of
voluntary funding, limited state support and individual effort to significant state
funding and involvement. It identified the continuing preference for ‘traditional’
students (and definitions of ‘success’) and the academic drift of institutions towards
that model, encouraged by the reality of policy and funding in operation, despite the
widening access/ widening participation/ social inclusion rhetoric. This research
focused on ‘non-traditional’ students to challenge that. In charting its expansion the
chapter highlighted how the characteristics of further and higher education continue
to reproduce the structural inequalities in society. Concepts of access and success
will be returned to later when the perspectives of students and staff from the
institutions in the case studies will be reported. The next Chapter presents the

methodology used for this research.
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Chapter 3

METHODOLOGY
Introduction
This chapter reports on the research approach used. It examines why a mainly
qualitative, case study approach was adopted. It explains the research process,

highlights the difficulties encountered and recognises the limitations in the research.

The methodology adopted enabled narrative data to be collected and analysed on the
social worlds of ‘non traditional’ student groups within FHE institutions and some
of their teachers and managers. A multiple case study approach was used and
documentary evidence was collected and analysed. The social identity of the
researcher as a Black woman was acknowledged at the outset, as well as the
researcher’s anti-racist and feminist stance. The research approach, though mainly
qualitative, combined with a quantitative approach, to provide an accurate
representation of the research participants’ realities. It was a fit with the researcher’s
stance in that power relationships and inequality were examined. This included
approaches which were anti-racist and feminist, though not exclusively, such as:
validating the perspectives of research participants; maintaining the originality and
authenticity of participants’ meanings of their experiences; where time permitted,
involving participants in the different stages of the research; identifying social
change as a main research outcome, in this case greater equality for

underrepresented groups in PCET institutions.
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Qualitative and Quantitative Research Traditions

Two research paradigms emerging from the quantitative-qualitative debate are
referred to as positivist and interpretative. Positivist research is that which is
generalisable, not limited to a particular setting and therefore applicable elsewhere.
The research approach which has emerged from the positivist paradigm is
quantitative research. Qualitative research emerged from the interpretive paradigm.
This generalisability of quantitative research distinguishes it as the ‘best” model for
all research (Henwood and Pidgeon 1993, Usher 1996). Positivist research is
described as objective and ‘scientific’ as it stems from the natural sciences,
especially physics which aims to develop general ‘laws’. Traditionally it was the
standard used to judge how research should be carried out and to determine what
was and was not valid, reliable knowledge. This still has influence in education and
social research (Usher 1996, Denscombe 1998). Qualitative research is ‘local’ and
specific to an area and set of circumstances. Guba and Lincoln (1985) describe this
approach to research as ‘naturalistic’ which perceives social realities as a whole and
must be understood within all its contexts: the researcher, the subject of research and
the environment. The researcher’s social identity, values and beliefs are seen as
important influences on the collection and interpretation of the data within the
interpretive tradition. The outcomes of qualitative research are not validated through
‘objective’ or generalisable measures but the researcher is recognised as the
‘measurement device’ (Denscombe 1998). This research used a qualitative approach
and followed this tradition by identifying the social background and standpoint of

the researcher in chapter 1.
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Quantitative Research

From the end of the nineteenth century the most appropriate approach for
conducting social research was understood to be the scientific model, drawing on
practices within the natural and physical sciences. This was described as empiricism:
knowledge was only valuable if it was derived through experience. Researchers who
arrived at this empirical knowledge were expected to have done so through
observation or some sort of controlled experiment where authority is exercised over
what is experienced (Hitchcock and Hughes 1995). Quantitative social research
therefore aims for objective social enquiry using methods from the natural and
physical sciences. This assumes that there is no qualitative difference between the
natural and social worlds. Human behaviour, therefore, can be accurately observed,
measured and predicted. Quantitative researchers are more likely to collect large
amounts of data, as their concern is in establishing whether a study is reliable and
replicable (ibid). A large proportion of education and social research has used this
model for the design of research (Finch 1986, Hitchcock and Hughes 1995, Usher

1996), Denscombe 1998).

Denscombe (1998) refers to the impression of ‘scientific respectability’ which
quantitative research carries. This he attributes to the solidity and objectivity which
is conveyed by the reporting of quantitative findings using graphs, tables and
numbers. He argues however, that the distinction between qualitative and
quantitative research denoting contrasting positions within social research is far
from ‘watertight’. He claims that the distinctions are somewhat simplistic and
caricaturist, unlike the reality of social research where researchers are not entirely in

separate camps.

89



Strengths and Weakness of Quantitative Research

Below 1s a summary from Harrison’s (2001) list of quantitative research methods

and statistical analysis:

Strengths of quantitative research

L.

IL.

ML

The potential of quantitative research designs for generalising the findings
from the sample population to the larger population which it represents.
When the assumptions of objectivity and generality are met, the researcher 1s
able to consider the wider implications of the research findings.

Quantitative research findings, which result from well designed research, are

highly influential in the field of education.

Weaknesses of Quantitative Research

L

II.

II1.

Reductionism and reliability in the design of quantitative research is a
limitation of the research - it reduces or operationalises complex ideas into
measurable activities or events. The findings are perceived within the
limitations of operationalised definitions.

The reliability of the measures determines the strength and applicability of
the findings. The quantitative researcher cannot generalise beyond what has
been measured and how well it has been measured.

The significance and generalisability of quantitative research rely on
statistical analysis. Whilst this can be perceived as a strength, it can also be a

weakness as errors are possible.
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Qualitative Research

Weber (1922) and Dilthey (1911/ 1977 in Miles and Huberman 1994), claim that
human communication and action could not be fully analysed using ‘scientific’
methods. The interpretative research paradigm challenges the appropriateness of
scientific method in social and education research where the focus of research is on
social practices. Usher (1996) argues that the quantitative approach to research fails
to provide understanding of ‘meaning’ within ‘social interactions’ and states that:
...we need to understand the meanings that construct and are constructed by
interactive human behaviour. Human action is given meaning by qualitative
schemes or frameworks (Usher 1996:18-19).
Gadamer (1975) argues that there is more to truth than the scientific method and that
the natural sciences do not provide the only method of rationality. He states that the
qualitative researcher is not separated from the historical and cultural context that
interprets and frames the research. He maintains that knowledge within the social
sciences cannot be objective and asserts that understanding is approached from an
individual’s situation, their standpoint in history, society and culture. Gadamer
(1975) questions the ability of the researcher to be objective about the meanings that
are produced from those who are researched (objects). He argues that researchers
should use their prejudices and biases as the starting point for acquiring knowledge.

In the process of interpretation and understanding, prejudices and biases are placed

at risk, tested and modified.

A qualitative approach is a description used for a number of social research styles.

Qualitative research draws on a range of disciplines which include sociology, social

anthropology and social psychology (Denscombe 1998). The data produced from
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qualitative research are largely words or images. They are the outcomes of a process
of interpretation by the researcher. They are not ‘out there’ waiting to be revealed, as

would be assumed by a quantitative research approach (Miles and Huberman 1994).

Phenomenology is an approach to qualitative research which leads to ‘deep
understanding’ and requires the researcher to have an empathy with the subjects.
Phenomenologists often use interviews as the main method for collecting data and
work with transcripts. The time limited aspect to the interviewer’s position helps to
structure the interview and impose an agenda. Phenomenologists give priority to the
voice of the subjects. The data is not coded; instead, the researcher repeatedly and
carefully reads the transcripts. By being cautious in making inferences from the
transcripts, the researcher
...reaches the “Lebenswelt” of the informant, capturing the “essence” of an
account — what is constant in a person’s life across its manifold variations.
This approach does not lead to covering laws, but rather to a “practical
understanding” of meanings and actions. (Miles and Huberman 1994: 8)
Phenomenological research does not aim to generalise findings or to connect to
sets of constructs or covering laws. The aim is to interpret data rather than to gain
firm facts (ibid). This requires multiple reading, ‘mining’ and reduction of the data
to become familiar with it in order to search for ‘regularities and essences’ (ibid:

14). The researcher may need to contact interviewees on more than one occasion to

gain this familiarity and empathy referred to earlier.

Characteristics associated with phenomenology were used within this research:
Interviews were the main research method used for collecting data; not all of the

data were pre-coded; interview schedules were used with a combination of open and
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closed questions to structure the interview and limit the time spent interviewing
subjects. The analysis consisted not only of analysing ‘empirical facts’ but of
interpretation of the texts. A semi-structured interview was designed. Some
pre-coding of responses was done due to the pressure of time and resources, though
the approach adopted aimed to give emphasis to the voice of the interviewees. This
approach is consistent with anti-racist and feminist perspectives, personal values

were identified at the outset by the researcher.

Miles and Huberman (1994) offer seven strengths for the use of a

qualitative approach:

I.  Focus on naturally occurring, ordinary events in natural settings so that we
have a handle on what ‘real life’ is like.

II. The confidence with which a local phenomenon can be explored within its own
context.

III. The ‘thick descriptions’ produced by qualitative data provide a window into a
real context which makes a powerful impact on the reader.

IV. The collection of data over a sustained period of time facilitates understanding
of how and why certain events occurred, as opposed to ‘snapshots’ of ‘what?’
or ‘how many?’

V. The focus on people’s ‘lived experience’ makes the approach effective in
obtaining people’s perceptions and interpretations of what is going on around
them.

VL. When discovering or exploring a new area, a qualitative approach is the best

strategy.

93



VII. In supporting the use of quantitative data from the same site, to explain or re-

examine quantitative data.

Weaknesses of Qualitative Research

I. Where a single researcher is gathering data it is difficult to cross check
information so the danger of distorted information is apparent (Blaxter et al
(1996).

II. Representativeness and generalisations are not always possible.
II. The close involvement of the researcher with the subjects involves risks and
ethical issues.

IV. The methods used are often time consuming and expensive.
In this research, to overcome the weakness of distorted information associated with
the gathering of data by a single researcher, the process was monitored at monthly
supervisions, other researchers were used to cross check transcribed interviews and
to cross check the coding of transcripts. This research did not set out to use

representative samples, nor achieve findings that were generalisable.

Guba and Lincoln (1985) suggest that ‘fittingness’ is more appropriate to qualitative
research than the research being generalisable. The purpose of qualitative research is
to produce an idiographic body of knowledge which describes the individual case.
They contend that generalisations are not possible from qualitative research as it is
neither time nor context free. Therefore the emphasis on qualitative research should
be on the extent to which studies match with other situations and whether the
conclusions drawn from one study help in understanding another. Goetz and

LeCompte (1984) similarly argue against generalisability and contend that

94



qualitative research has the potential to be applied to other situations by having
‘comparability’ and ‘translatability’. Comparability relates to the individual parts of
a study. How well these are described (i.e. analysis, concepts, populations etc.)

determines the basis upon which the results can be used for comparisons.

Stake (1995) agrees that qualitative research cannot be generalised from one single
case to a target population of which the case is a member. He argues that through a
process called ‘naturalistic generalisations’, the findings from one study can apply to
another ‘similar’ situation. Through experience, he maintains, individuals will be
able to use both explicit comparisons between situations and explicit knowledge of
those same situations to make useful naturalistic generalisations. Cronbach (1982),
like most qualitative researchers, argues that generalisability in terms of laws which
can be universally applied, is not the purpose of or a useful standard for qualitative
research. This is not to say that the outcomes of one qualitative study cannot be used
to inform another. Miles and Huberman (1994) and Denscombe (1998) suggest that
the ‘thick descriptions’ of qualitative research are useful to convey the complexity of
the situation, to provide the readers with enough detail to assess for themselves
whether the interpretation of the phenomenon is warranted. Miles and Huberman
(1994) also suggest that ‘thick descriptions’ are useful for testing hypotheses or as
Cronbach (1982) suggests, using the findings from one study as ‘working

hypotheses’ to make judgements on what might occur in another study.

To overcome ethical issues and other risks associated with qualitative research, the

research methodology and approach were scrutinised by the University of
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Greenwich’s Ethics Committee prior to the collection of data (Details of this process
are outlined separately on page 118). In addition monthly supervision monitored the
research process. To counter the criticism of high costs i.e. time and resources that
are directed to the use of qualitative methods, the research used case studies and
adopted the approach recommended by Yin (2003) for case study research (see page
104 in this chapter). The research design therefore ensured a systematic process with

milestones identified for the delivery and monitoring of efficient, inexpensive

research.

Research in education is located within the ‘traditions’ of the social sciences and
therefore the approaches used in educational research borrow from them, being
qualitative and perceived in methodological debates as complex and contentious
(Hitchcock and Hughes 1995, Blaxter et al 1996). Strauss (1987), Henwood and
Pidgeon (1993) and Denscombe (1998) suggest that there is much confusion about
quantitative and qualitative research approaches. Though differences exist between
the two approaches to research, Hammersley (1992), Blaxter et al (1996) and Scott
(1996) argue that the differences may not be as precise as may appear initially. They
are usually both adopted safely within the same study and Blaxter et al (1996)
suggest that it is usual for research reports to include both numbers and words: as

adopted in this research.

Why a mainly Qualitative Approach?

The study initially set out to use a quantitative approach as the one major source of

data and began with the FE ISR (Individualised Student Record now called ILR [L=
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learner. ISR will be used for the purpose of the research)]. The ISR is the
quantitative database held by institutions on the enrolment, retention and
achievement of students based on their social identity, e.g. age, ethnicity etc. The
statistical records of students’ performance were intended to be the main focus for
defining ‘success’ and exploring the factors which contributed to ‘non-traditional’
students’ success. After collecting and analysing data from the two FE institutions’
ISR databases, the quality of the data, though used by the Learning and Skills
Council to plan PCET provision and allocate funding, was found to be unreliable for
the purposes of this study due to the inconsistency of data collection, the ambiguous
definitions of ‘success’ and the crude profiling of students’ ethnic profile (Andrews
2003a). The complexities of data collection for funding purposes raised a number of
questions about its validity as the main source of evidence for the study. The ISR
database only held records of students who were still attending courses after the
November census point, student ‘enrolments’ were recorded as opposed to
‘individuals’, making it difficult to identify whether a series of enrolment data
referred to one or several ‘individuals’. The crude descriptors used to identify the
ethnic profile of students also proved to be unreliable as they were based on the
limited categories provided by the LSC. ISR data for the HE case studies were not
available at the beginning of this research. Data held by universities which is
reported to HESA has also been found to be unreliable. In a study, funded by the
Rowntree Foundation, Quinn et al (2005) reported:

...the inaccuracy of the data provided by the universities...of the ex-students

listed as under 25 were not, as the research team discovered...some had never

been undergraduates or had not dropped out, raising serious concerns about
university data collection and use (Quinn et al 2005:11).
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A quantitative approach also had limited utility to the study, as it cannot relate to

personal stories to glean patterns. So the approach to the study changed.

A mainly qualitative approach was also taken in order to ensure that the
‘perspectives’, ‘point of view’ and ‘lived experience’ of the people being studied
would be reported (Silverman 2004: 344) and because:
... qualitative researchers describe and explain the social conditions under
which organisational work is, and is not, done effectively. Both the
descriptions and explanations answer questions about the how and why of
organisational outcomes. They also make fundamental components of
organisational processes visible to outside stakeholders like regulators or other
public policy agents. (Miller et al 2004: 327)
Though both qualitative and quantitative researchers are concemed with the
individual’s perspective, the former argue that qualitative researchers can get closer
to their subjects’ point of view through in-depth interviewing and observation.
Quantitative researchers’ reliance on inferences from remote methods to get close to

their subjects reduces their ability to encapsulate their subjects’ perceptions (Denzin

and Lincoln 2000 in Silverman 2004).

As indicated earlier, quantitative data was collected, using the ISR databases from
the two case study FE colleges and the two HE institutions. ISR data is required by
the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) and by the Higher Education Funding
Council for England (HEFCE). The LSC provides the organisations that it funds
with a specific methodology and database for calculating and claiming funding at
three stages of the academic year. Data is collected on the enrolment, completion

and achievement of students in November and May. ‘Starters’ are all students
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enrolled, ‘retention’ is the number of students who are continuing or completing
their qualification divided by the number who started the qualification. However,
‘achievement’ is the number of qualifications students have ‘fully’ achieved divided
by the number of completed qualifications with a known outcome. Students who
start a qualification and withdraw before 1% November of their first year are not

recorded on the ISR data (Andrews 2003a).

In the case of HE, the HEFCE employs the Higher Education Statistic Agency
(HESA) to act as its agent in supplying data on HE institutions. Under the terms of
the 1992 Further and Higher Education Act, HESA has a legal duty to provide a
system of data collection, analysis and dissemination, as the basis of a
comprehensive management information system for publicly funded higher
education in the UK (HESA 1992a). Like the LSC, HESA provides HE institutions
with a database for the collection of information not only on students but also staff
employed by HE. HEIs are bound by law to provide good quality data. Records are
submitted of all students who are registered and remain on course two weeks after
the start of the course and from 1% December. For the period covering the 1% August

— 31" July, data has to be sent to HESA by 15" September annually (HESA 1992b).

The LSC and HESA categories for identifying students are limited and fail to
capture the range of ethnic groups within the London area, e.g. the category for
‘Black Caribbean’ does not distinguish between students who are recent arrivals
from Jamaica and third generation Britons of Jamaican heritage. Nor can the

category ‘White English’ distinguish between a mature, White middle-class student
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who has chosen to move into a ‘trendy’ inner city area and a mature White working-
class student whose family has lived in an inner city area for successive generations.
HESA collects data from the Universities Central Admissions Service (UCAS) on
students’ social class, using parental occupation as the measure; meaning that HE
only has data on the social status of younger full-time, undergraduate leamers, even
if one accepts that as valid criterion for social status. Data to determine the social
status of mature students is not collected as they are not required to state their
parents’ occupation on application. HEFCE recognises this bias in their data
collection and reported that new data collection strategies are being devised with the
use of the 2001 Census to be more reliable than in previous years (HEFCE 2004). It
should be noted, however, that the 2001 Census has been reported by local councils
to be incomplete and failed to capture as many residents as other data sets such as

those held by social services and the electoral register.

The unreliability of the ISR data base is further confirmed by a former college
principal, Adrian Perry, who argues that the combination of data requirement and
targets set by the LSC:
...has had ‘ludicrous’ effects including high expenditure on creative
accounting ...and ‘cover up’ when targets are not met (Perry 1999 in
Ecclestone 2002: 99).
Evidence of the recruitment and retention of ‘non-traditional’ learners within the
case study institutions from the ISR and HES A databases, policy documents,
prospectuses, Ofsted and institutional reports were used to contextualise the study.

Interviews were conducted with staff and students to analyse the meaning behind

the ISR and HESA data (Silverman 1985 in Andrews 2003a). Interviews were
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conducted to collect data on the perceptions of students and staff of how and why
‘non-traditional’ learners succeeded. The interviews included three levels of the

institutions’ contexts: students, teachers and managers.

A mainly qualitative research approach was also used in order to discover whether
there is a relationship between non-traditional students’ perceptions of the factors
which support their success in FHE and the institutional stated policies and staff
perceptions of the factors which support students’ success. Miles and Huberman
(1994) suggest that:
...good qualitative data are more likely to lead to serendipitous findings...the
findings from qualitative studies have a quality of ‘undeniability’. Words,
especially organised into incidents or stories, have a concrete, vivid,
meaningful flavour that often proves far more convincing to a reader — another
researcher, a policymaker, a practitioner — than pages of summarised numbers.
(ibid: 1)
In highlighting good practice in the field of access and widening participation to
FHE, the research aims to influence policy within this field. The research into policy
uses the approach developed by Pratt and his colleagues (1997) which analyses the
intentions, outcomes and implications of policy by testing it against those whom the
policy in education is supposed to serve, that is students and staff. Atkinson and
Delamont (1985) suggest that the use of the case study to conduct research is

appropriate when making comparisons of good practice and to identify common

themes.

Why a case study approach?

This research is based on four ‘cases’ (further and higher education institutions) in

their natural settings. Yin (1994) describes the case study as naturally occurring; i.e.
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not something that is artificially created for the purpose of the research but
something already in existence prior to the research and continuing to exist after the
research is completed. He adds that the case study is:
...a comprehensive research strategy which is distinctive in that it incorporates
many more variables than there are data points, relies on a variety of data
which accumulates in the triangulation style and requires the use and

development of theory to inform how the data is collected and analysed (Yin
1994:13).

Casley and Lury’s (1987) explanation of a case study refers also to the range of
research methods used:
The case study uses a mixture of methods: personal observation, which for
some periods or events may develop into participation; the use of informants
for current and historical data; straightforward interviewing; and the tracing
and study of relevant documents and records from local and central
government, travellers etc. (Casley and Lury 1987: 65)
The case study approach was selected above other methods because it is appropriate
for small-scale research (Blaxter et al 1996) as it allows a researcher with limited
resources to narrow their focus to a few examples. Case study research was
appropriate for pursuing contemporary questions on access policy and success
within the working environments of FHEIs. This research covers both a
phenomenon (the success of underrepresented groups in PCET) and the context
(PCET practice and policies). Case study research is most appropriate to facilitate
the collection of multiple sources of evidence when researching numerous
contextual variables (Yin 1993). Stake (1995:8) suggests that the real business of
case study is its ‘particularisation’. Stake (ibid) explains that in each case study,
there are sets of interrelationships which both hold together and shape the data but

also relate to factors that are outside of the cases. Case studies can therefore enable

the familiar to be seen afresh. For Atkinson and Delamont (1985), the benefit of a

102



case study approach is its capacity to build on existing theory by the comparative

analysis of more than one case.

The outcomes of case study research are also looked upon as being reliable (Herriott
and Firestone 1983 in Yin 2003; Yin 2003). This is mere appearance, as the data
collection methods selected and the ‘audit trail’ of the research process will

determine reliability of the research outcomes (Guba and Lincoln 1985).

Denscombe (1998) argues that the defining characteristic of the case study is its
focus on individual instances rather than on a wide spectrum. The aim, he suggests,
is to illuminate the general by looking at the particular. The case study also provides
the opportunity to carry out an in-depth study which brings unique and valuable
insights into areas that other methods such as surveys could not make apparent
(ibid). Four PCET institutions were selected for this research. Multiple case studies
were used because the evidence gathered is considered more convincing due to the
use of ‘real’ cases as well as the ‘words’ and ‘stories’ of subjects. Multiple cases
enable ‘pattern matching’ of results to occur against the data collected within the
case studies, giving greater confidence and robustness in any theory that is generated

(Yin 2003; Miles and Huberman 1994).

Similar cases were selected; i.e. PCET institutions with a history of widening access
to ‘non-traditional’ students. The rationale for using multiple case studies is the
same replication logic as multiple experiments. Yin (2003) states that there are two

types of replication, replication which predicts similar results, called ‘literal
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replication’ and replication which predicts contrasting results, called ‘theoretical
replication’. He argues that multiple case studies should be considered similar to
multiple experiments and a replication logic should be followed. This entails
conducting multiple case studies in a similar manner to multiple experiments. If all
the cases predicted turn out as expected, then there would be convincing support for
the initial prediction. If the results are not as anticipated from the multiple cases, the
initial predictions are revised and re-tested with another group of cases, as would be
carried out by scientists with experimental results. The theoretical framework, under
which the particular phenomenon is found, becomes the means for generalising new

cases. Theory plays a similar role in cross-experiment designs.

Replication logic was not the method used in selecting the case studies for this
research. As already indicated, the research did not seek to generalise findings. The
four institutions were selected for their traditions of widening access to
underrepresented groups. However, there were characteristics such as their public
profiles and awards conferred upon them within their sectors, where differences

existed.

The research set out to explore new theory, using an approach that is described
within one of Glaser and Strauss’ principles of ‘grounded theory’ as an ‘open mind’
(Denscombe1998). This is not a ‘blank mind’ but it is an approach that requires the
researcher to be informed about the area of study:
...but [is] open to discovering new factors of relevance to an explanation of
that area, rather than restructuring the scope and vision of the research to

whether a hypothesis based on existing theories had got it right (or not).
(Denscombe 1998: 215)
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Yin (2003) suggests that overlaps exist with histories and case studies. However,
only the latter deals with a variety of evidence, i.e. documents, artefacts, interviews
etc. This research is set within the current stage of an historical process but an
historical approach was not used as the main methodology because histories are only
used when there is no access to primary evidence and where there is no control
(Miles and Huberman 1994). Historical data was used for this research, such as oral
histories and documentary evidence. An historical approach is usually chosen where
there are usually no persons living to provide the evidence, the evidence available
being archival, documentary etc. (ibid). As already indicated, the research was

based on a contemporary issue therefore the evidence was accessible.

The case studies chosen had similar characteristics so that the findings can
contribute to the widening access debate in FHE and to the development of policy
and pedagogy to improve the student experience. The two FE colleges and two
universities were all located in London and had long traditions of widening access to
underrepresented groups in PCET. One of the FE colleges, BC, is a Beacon
College, an award given to FE institutions assessed as ‘excellent’. The other FE
college, NBC, though not a Beacon at the time of the research, was commended in
its Ofsted Inspection Report for its success in widening participation to its local
communities and now holds a Beacon award. The HE institutions shared two
characteristics: they were both over one hundred years old and they had traditions of
widening access to HE. There were differences between the two HE institutions,

NU, became a university after 1992 and the other, UO, became a university early in
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the 20" Century. UO also had a higher proportion of White students than NU and
more of its academic staff were assessed by the Research Assessment Exercise

(RAE) as conducting research at ‘International’ levels.

Strengths and Weaknesses of the Case Study Approach

Denscombe (1998) identifies the following strengths and weaknesses of the case
study approach:
Strengths
I. The limited focus enables the researcher to deal with the complexities of
social situations, relationships and processes in an holistic rather than
isolated manner.
II. The case study encourages the use of more than one research method to
encapsulate the complex reality being investigated.
III. Multiple sources of data are used which facilitates the validation of data
through triangulation.
IV. When the researcher has little control over events, the case study approach is
appropriate, as it is based only on naturally occurring phenomena.
V. The case study is highly suited to the small-scale researcher as it
concentrates on one or a few sites.
V1. Research which seeks to build or test theory is aptly suited to the case study

approach.

Weaknesses

I. Generalising from the findings of case study research is often open to

criticism.

106



II. Case studies are frequently perceived, though not always justified, as
generating ‘soft’ data due to the use of interpretative methods and the
production of qualitative rather than quantitative data and statistical
procedures.

III. The difficulty of defining the boundaries of the case study, creates problems
in deciding on the data to be included or discarded.

IV. The difficulties of gaining access to case study settings or documents or even
required sample characteristics and people can create ethical problems in
relation to issues such as confidentiality. Permission can also be withheld or
withdrawn which can be challenging for the researcher.

V. The impact of the presence of a researcher in a ‘natural setting’, over a
period of time can affect the behaviour of subjects. They behave
‘unnaturally’.

Overcoming Weaknesses in Case Study Research

Issues of validity are often described as a major weakness of case study research.
Scott (1996) refers to intemal validity, the researcher’s truth value and the accuracy
of how reality is described. He suggests that validity is maintained if the participants
recognise their contribution and agree on the validity of any claims made. In this
research internal validity was maintained by checking the accuracy of interviews
with interviewees using full transcripts for this purpose. Also other researchers
appraised the process of transcribing the interview and using the transcript for

coding purposes. Guba and Lincoln (1985) confirm this as good practice.
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Lack of external validity is also a criticism of case study research; this relates to
whether it is generalisable, more typically associated with quantitative, ‘scientific’
research. Yin (2003) argues that this criticism can also be directed to experiments
where a single experiment is replicated under different conditions. He suggests that,
like the experiment, case studies are generalisable to theoretical propositions rather
than to populations. As already indicated, the purpose of the research is not to
replicate it but to draw conclusions which will help in understanding other
situations. Guba and Lincoln (1985) advise that a piece of research is valid in terms
of its method of enquiry; they recommend triangulation as a procedure to establish
and maintain credibility. Triangulation was used in this study in that more than one
method of enquiry was utilised. Questionnaires to collect interviewees’ personal
details, observation in the field (field notes) and documentary evidence were used to
validate the interview data. Interviews with one person/ group helped validate what

emerged from interviews with others.

Case study research is often associated with lengthy investigations which generate
large volumes of data. Yin (2003) suggests that this was typical of case study
research that had been carried out in the past. He also argues that particular types of
research methods, such as ethnography and participant observation are often
mistakenly, associated with case study research. He explains that case study research
can include or be limited to quantitative data. In order to counter the issue of a
lengthy case study and the production of an excessive amount of data in this
instance, the research was planned (the research design) utilising the ‘components of

research designs’ recommended by Yin (2003: 27). These included research
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questions, proposals, analysis, linking the data to the proposals and criteria for

analysing the data. The plan also set dates to guide the research from the preliminary

stages to completion.

Research Design

Defining the Research Question

The absence of research on practitioners’ and managers’ perceptions of why ‘non-
traditional’ learners succeed created the need to pursue the question of how and why
‘non-traditional’ students succeed and progress in FHE. As indicated in Chapter 1,
for the writer, an African Caribbean woman, and senior manager in an FE college,
there is a personal interest in why ‘non-traditional’ students study in FHE, why they
continue on programmes, despite the statistics reported of their ‘failure’ and
discriminatory practices within FHE. The research therefore had four aims:

1. To conduct qualitative research into the experience of staff and students in
two further education colleges and two universities with traditions of
widening access to underrepresented groups.

2. To highlight good practice in widening access to further and higher
education.

3. To explore the support services and student-centred administration which
address the needs of non-standard entrants in FHE.

4. To examine institutional policies and barriers to widening access and how

teachers and learners have successfully navigated them.
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The methods used to pursue the aims of the research are listed in the table below:

Research Aims

Method of Data Collection to
Achieve Outcome

1) To conduct qualitative research into the
experience of staff and students in two further
education colleges and two universities with
traditions of widening access to
underrepresented groups

Interviews with senior
and middle managers
Interviews with teachers
Interviews with students
Questionnaires to
students and staff

i1) To highlight good practice in widening access
to further and higher education (FHE)

Interviews with staff and
students

Analysis of documents
Literature review
Interviews with notable
Access practitioners

1i1) To explore the support services and student-
centred administration which address the needs
of non-standard entrants in FHE

Analysis of documents
Interviews with staff and
students

Literature review

iv) To examine institutional policies and barriers
to widening access and how teachers and
learners have successfully navigated them

Interviews with staff and
students

Analysis of documents
Observation of
institutional
environment and
practices

Literature on access (Tinto 1987, Pascarella and Terenzini 1986 and 1991, McNay

1992, Tight 1988, Sand 1998, Andrews 1991) describes successful strategies to

support student access to PCET occurring in a planned and systematic manner at

different points prior to and during the period of a programme of study. This is often

referred to as a student centred approach to teaching and learning (Parry and Wake

1990:14, Kennedy 1997) and includes, for example, methods of supporting students

prior to entry to the programme, at entry, whilst on the course and at exit. The

research question was designed to test the extent to which this approach was
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reflected in institutional policies and practices and whether these were recognised
and valued by the staff and students. Aspects of this approach were also examined
through documentary evidence, e.g. management information systems, institutional
evaluations/ annual reports. Yin (1991) states that
A theory can be seen as a predicted pattern of events, which we place
alongside what happened to see whether the pattern matches (Yin 1991:in
Miles and Huberman 1994:145)
The research set out to probe and analyse the range of factors that enable leamers
from non-traditional backgrounds to succeed within further and higher education,
the purpose being to compare and contrast their experiences within the case study
institutions and to draw conclusions that can help in understanding and developing

good practice in working with underrepresented groups in the wider FHE

population.

Literature Review and the Research Design

A literature review was initially conducted in 1999 — 2000 to explore the history of
access and to inform the research question. It was discovered that there were gaps,
incomplete and inconsistent explanations of access developments. It was decided to
improve the quality of data by contacting practitioners who had worked in the field
of access during its development in the 1970s and 1980s. Interviews were conducted
in 2000 to with notable practitioners such as Bev Sands, Harinder Lawley and
Gareth Parry to explore the unwritten history of access and to develop sharper, more
insightful questions. The outcomes of the literature review and interviews to chart a
history of access framed the questions within the interview schedule (see appendices

II and IIT). The questions for staff and students were designed using the good
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practice strategy reported in the literature on widening access. Thus questions
focused on policies, practices and experiences at ‘pre-entry’, ‘entry’, on-course’, at
‘exit’/ progress point. The literature review continued to be developed throughout
the period of the research. This helped in reviewing the context of access and

widening participation in FHE.

The outcomes of the literature review and interviews with access pioneers produced
a wealth of data that lacked consistency and any sense of a trajectory of progressive
access development. It also illustrated the ad hoc nature of access policy
development at national level, e.g. at times of crisis such as ‘race riots’, ‘uprisings’
or when economic policies changed, such as at times of high youth or adult
unemployment. The access practices which were described by these pioneers,
whether in developing Access courses or in making institutions more accessible
followed no clear, logical, pattern but appeared to be driven by individual initiative
and an access ‘movement’ (Sand 1998: 6, Duke 2003: 38). What emerged was a lack
of any ‘system’ of access policy development, described as ‘continuities and

discontinuities’ by Parry (2002:15).

The lack of a systematic approach to the development of access enabled the use of a
multiple case study approach, using cases with similar characteristics to explore
similarities and differences in the development of access in four FHE institutions. A
small sample of people was selected as is customary with qualitative research
undertaken by a single researcher with limited resources. Multiple case studies,

whilst they introduce further complexity to the study, offer:
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...an even deeper understanding of processes and outcomes of cases the

chance to test (not just develop) hypotheses, and a good picture of locally

grounded causality. (Miles and Huberman 1994: 26)
Sampling
Four institutions were selected. All four institutions promoted in their literature a
commitment to widening access to underrepresented groups and had reputations for
implementing good practice in widening access to underrepresented groups. A larger
sample size of institutions was not undertaken due the length of time and costs this
would entail for a lone researcher. On this basis the decision was made to interview
80 students. This would consist of 9 ‘non traditional’, ‘successful’ students from
three programme areas at each of the institutions. A target of 20 students from each
institution was set to account for the possibility of difficulties with their attendance,
since at interviews students were expected to drop out. Students were identified as
‘underrepresented’ using the LSC widening participation criteria in the case of FE
students. HE students selected were mature students (aged 21 and over) and the first
generation in their families to attend higher education It was also decided to
interview three teachers from each institution who had a reputation for good practice
in successfully widening access to ‘non traditional’ students within their respective
institutions. Interviews were also planned for a cross-section of managers, three

from senior and middle management levels at each institution.

The reality was that a much larger number of managers than planned were
interviewed and more students in FE than in HE were interviewed. The number of
managers interviewed increased due to difficulties in gaining access to teachers as

many had full teaching timetables or had difficulties committing to pre-arranged
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interview dates. The Principal at BC arranged interviews with all her senior and
middle managers. Though the HE teachers were generous in asking students’
permission to be interviewed for the research, many students were unobtainable by
telephone and of those who were contacted, many were unavailable for interview. A
larger number of FE students were interviewed to counter the lower numbers from

the HE institutions.

The decision to use convenience sampling was the most appropriate in the
circumstances; as a lone researcher exploring an area of education policy and
practice, access and widening participation which, potentially, can be ‘sensitive’ for
individuals as well as institutions. Convenience sampling is often criticised for its
potential for bias (Kane 1991). Convenience sampling plays a part in most research:
Stake (1995) argues that due to the limitations placed on most researchers, selecting
subjects who are easy to access is the usual practice. The criticism of bias is often
attributable to interview data as well as to convenience sampling by researchers who
work within the quantitative paradigm (Kane 1991, Silverman 1993). Examples of
bias include poor interviewees and interviewers or of interviewees providing
distorted versions of the truth. Silverman (1993), however, suggests that there is
much to be learned from interviews; he argues that interviews are accounts of moral
realities and ‘provide access to how people account for both their troubles and good

fortune’ (Silverman 1993:114).

The students and staff samples for the two FE colleges were identified through data

from the Management Information Systems (MIS) to determine ‘successful’ learners
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among those defined as ‘access’ or ‘widening participation’ groups. Samples from
the two HE institutions were identified by senior managers who were interviewed
and on the basis of a research and development report in 1991 which highlighted

good practice in widening access (Andrews 1991).

The particular institutions were also selected for ease of gaining access to subjects
for interviewing. The students selected for interview were ‘widening participation’
students, as defined by the Learning and Skills and Higher Education funding
councils’ categories. In total, 73 students were interviewed, 52 and 21 respectively
from two case study FE colleges and the two case study HE institutions. All FE
students interviewed were contacted for follow-up interviews but only 10 were
available. Of the FE students who participated in the follow-up interviews, one had
progressed to employment, three to higher level FE programmes and six had
progressed to HE. A total of 25 staff were interviewed, 15 from the FE and 10 from
the HE case study institutions. The teachers and managers were selected for their
experience in working with ‘widening participation’ and ‘underrepresented’ groups

within the case study institutions.

Ethical Issues

The research was carried out in accordance with the ethical guidelines of the British
Educational Research Association and, owing to the topic’s sensitivity, the process
and methodology required approval by the Research Ethics Committee of the

University of Greenwich. This entailed the completion of a detailed form explaining

115



how the research would manage ethical issues. These were similar to Homan’s

(1991) ‘common core’ of ethical issues found in all professional codes:
...professional codes ...which includes access to subjects, the acquisition and
informing of consent, rights of subjects such as privacy and confidentiality,
precautions to be taken in the interests of the reputation of the profession,
obligations to colleagues and sponsors and care to be taken in reporting,
speaking and publishing.( Homan: 1991:19)

The collation of data on the recruitment, retention and achievement of students as

well as the profiles of learners necessitated the anonymity of the case study

institutions as well as staff from the institutions. The Data Protection Act was also

observed in the collation of data from the institutions’ MIS. The names and

addresses of students other than those who were interviewed were not collected,

only the aggregate details of student data.

At the start of each interview the purpose of the interview and how it would be
conducted were explained to interviewees. A similar format was used: each
interview schedule had this information on the front at the top. Tuckman (1972) and
Keats (2000) recommend this approach. Interviewees’ consent was requested to use
audio tape to record the interviews. Interviewees were brought back politely to
questions from the interview schedule whenever they strayed into irrelevant topics.
At all imes, the researcher focused on data collection and did not allow personal
biases or opinions to affect the conduct of the interview. Curiosity was controlled

and confined within the limits of the research objectives.

There were ethical issues of students feeling vulnerable expressing negative

perceptions of their lecturer and the institution, knowing that their academic success
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was determined by these lecturers. In addition, although the staff willingly agreed to
participate in the research, some felt uncomfortable not knowing what their students
or subordinates may have said about their area of work and meeting a colleague
‘researcher’ there was also apprehension about possible judgements being made
following the interview. Despite this, staff interviews revealed insightful access
practices within the case study institutions. Strategies to counter staff sensitivities
may have assisted in reassuring interviewees: assurances of confidentiality and
anonymity, prior to and after the interviews, as well as the promise of sending copies

of transcriptions for editing.

Homan (1991) argues that the practice of informed consent is problematic given the
powerlessness of interviewees in their role relative to the interviewer. He states that
it is unlikely that many interviewees would refuse access to researchers given the
lack of practice most people have of negotiating such issues. Homan also challenges
the notion of privacy in relation to public as opposed to private subjects in research.
He suggests that public subjects should not be offered anonymity or be allowed the
privilege of withholding consent. In conducting this research, written and oral
information was presented to prospective interviewees informing them of the
purpose and nature of the research with an assurance of anonymity (see appendix
III). Following the interviews, transcriptions were sent to interviewees offering the
opportunity to edit any details that may have been incorrectly recorded. This
opportunity was not offered to students due to lack of time and resources to follow
up. However, students were asked for their contact numbers, addresses and their

permission to be contacted for follow-up interviews and to verify information that
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may appear inaccurate or incomplete. This was done on a number of occasions with

staff and students.

As a part-time researcher, manager in further education and teacher in FHE, the
researcher was able to gain access to staff, students and documentary evidence from
the FHE case study institutions. Interesting data has been included which sheds
light on the difficulties of implementing widening access. To avoid undermining the
work of peers or revealing sensitive information provided by students, great attempts
were made to maintain the confidentiality of interviewees by changing the names of

courses and places in any published works.

Fieldwork

Blaxter et al (1996) describe fieldwork as the process of going out to collect research
data. They define data as empirical or original and suggest that this data can only be
accessed by the researcher being involved in some sort of ‘expedition’ such as going
to an institution to conduct an interview. The distinction between fieldwork and
deskwork can become blurred, if for example, telephone interviews may be carried
out from a desk but will take the researcher into the field ‘electronically’ (ibid). For

the purposes of this research fieldwork included telephone interviews.

The fieldwork for this research was carried out between January 2002 and December
2004. Prior to this, senior managers from the four case study institutions were
initially contacted by telephone, followed with a letter to request permission to

conduct the research. Written information on the nature of the research was also
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provided which included assurances of confidentiality and anonymity (see appendix
III). The senior managers were generous in granting permission and in making

themselves, staff and students available to be interviewed.

Access to the case study premises was unproblematic. The assistance of managers
and administrators was used to identify appropriate participants. Security guards,
secretaries and administrators were welcoming and helpful. Difficulties were
encountered with managers, teachers and students failing to attend pre-arranged

interviews. In most cases these were not easily rearranged.

All initial interviews were tape-recorded and field notes were recorded immediately
after interviews. This was a safeguard against faulty tape recording equipment. Field
notes recorded information such as the atmosphere of the institution, the manner in
which the researcher was treated at reception, descriptions of the non-verbal
behaviour of interviewees, all of which may be of relevance to the interview

(Denscombe 1998).

Interviewees selected the location and time of their interviews. The interviewing
style, the venue and the selection of questions were appropriate for the participants
as all senior managers, teachers and students were engaged in the process. There was
however, one group of construction students at BC, mainly male, under the age of
20, who were not as articulate in responding to the interview questions as other
participants. One year later, when follow-up interviews were conducted by

telephone, this was not the case. Members of this group who were successfully
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contacted for follow-up interviews were more receptive to answering the questions

and behaved in a friendly and familiar manner with the researcher.

Interviews

Interviews are often described as a kind of conversation. The comparison is
misleading as interviews often have a set of perceptions and beliefs that are not
expected in casual conversations. They require great skill and planning on the part of
the interviewer (Robson 1996, Silverman 1993, Denscombe 1998). The identity of
the interviewer, in particular, the gender, age and ethnicity can affect the responses
of the interviewees. As interviewers are unable to alter their social identity,
Denscombe (1998) advises that in preparation for the interview, the researcher
should ensure that politeness, punctuality, receptiveness and neutrality are conveyed
to provide the appropriate environment for truthful responses. This advice was taken

into consideration in preparation of the fieldwork for this research.

Robson (1996) describes five advantages of interviews:

Advantages of interviews

I. A flexible, adaptable and efficient way of finding answers to research
questions by asking people directly.
II. The face to face interview provides opportunities to explore other areas of
the research based on the nature of responses in ways that questionnaires
could not. Non-verbal clues offer the opportunity to gain insight into the

meaning behind the responses.
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II1.

IV.

Interviews provide opportunities to correct any misunderstandings in the
questions asked which cannot be rectified when using questionnaires.
The response rate of interviews is high, unlike questionnaires.

The data provided is ‘rich’ and informative in comparison to questionnaires.

Disadvantages of interviews

II.

II1.

IV.

Interviews take a great deal of time. The time taken to interview research
participants is unlikely to be less than half an hour and participants may
appreciate the opportunity to express themselves to a willing listener.
The rich data generated from interviews is time consuming to transcribe.
The lack of standardization that interviews imply leads to criticisms of
unreliability.

Biases are difficult to avoid.

Face to face, telephone and focus group interviews were conducted with staff and

students from the case study institutions. Individual interviews were conducted with

all staff as none were available for group interviews. A focus group interview was

conducted with one group (four) of students from NUj all other interviews with HE

students were conducted one-to-one. A combination of group and individual

interviews were carried out with FE students. All follow-up interviews with FE and

HE students were carried out one to one and by telephone (the types of interviews

used for staff and students at the four case study institutions are detailed in

Appendix IV, Tables 1 and 3 and Appendix IV, Table 25 and 26).
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This research used a number of means to reduce bias and to facilitate more ‘truthful’
responses. The choice of venue and time of the interview were selected by the
interviewees. The interviewer dressed ‘neutrally’ in ‘smart but casual’ clothes when
conducting face to face interviews and all groups of interviewees were asked the
same questions in the same order. Interviewees, who used the interview as an
opportunity to talk about issues that were not based on the questions asked, were
politely re-focussed on the question and the research timetable was extended to

accommodate the additional time required for transcriptions.

Telephone Interviews

Robson (1996) argues that telephone interviews share the same advantages of face to
face interviews such as response rate, opportunities to probe and corrections of any
misunderstandings. This he claims is due to the increasing use of telephones among
many populations of interest. The main advantage is the cost in terms of money and
time when considering, for example, a sample located across a large geographical
area. In terms of safety, the interviewer would not need to take the same level of
precaution as for face to face contact. The disadvantage is that rapport may be more
difficult to attain over the telephone. Robson suggests that lesser interviewer effect
compensates for reduced rapport. There is also a lack of visual cues as would be
found in face to face interviews; that can be problematic for interpreting the data.

Focus Group Interviews

Wilkinson (2004) claims that focus groups, though they began in the 1920s, were
only used for market research purposes until the 1970s. She cites the flexibility of

the focus group interview as a major advantage for its use, as a stand-alone
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qualitative method or as part of multi-method research involving quantitative
methods. She emphasised its suitability for pre-existing small groups as few as two
or as large as 12, such as a student group, or brought together for the research, such
as members of a specific population. Content analysis is usually the form of analysis
used for focus group data and the results can be presented in a number of ways from
numerical tables, through prose accounts to lengthy quotations. Focus groups should
be selected as a research method when the purpose of the research is to study ‘talk’

either as a means of exploration into participants’ lives or their beliefs and opinions

or direct observation of a social context.

Wilkinson (2004 ) advises that the researcher who uses focus groups acts as the
‘moderator’; asking the questions, keeping the discussion flowing and ensuring that
all individuals are participating and no individuals dominate. She differentiates the
focus group interview from the ‘group interview’ by the role of the moderator. This,
she states, ensures that the group members interact with each other in the focus

group rather than each group member responding to the questions as in the group

interview.

Advantages of Focus Group Interviews

Focus group interviews have a number of advantages over one-to-one interviews:
I. They enable the collection of interview data very quickly from a large group
of people.
II. They are also considered to be closer to everyday conversation and therefore

more ‘naturalistic’ with joking, teasing, persuading (Wilkinson 2004).

123



III. The group context of focus groups can facilitate people disclosing sensitive
information about themselves (Farquhar and Das 1999, Frith 2000).

IV. Focus group discussions are perceived as building ‘solidarity’ among the
group as participants react and respond to the content of the conversation
leading to more elaborate accounts than in one to one interviews (Stewart
and Shamdasani 1990). The reduction in the interviewer’s control of the
process due to the number of participants in a focus group enables
participants to follow their own agenda. This gives some power to the
interviewee and addresses the concermns of the power relationships between
interviewer and interviewee which feminist researchers such as Oakley

(1981) and Finch (1986) raise as unequal in the one to one interview.

Disadvantages of Focus Group Interviews

I. There is a perception that people are unlikely to disclose sensitive details in
the context of a group discussion.
II. The number of people expressing their points of view at the same time makes
it difficult to control the interview.
III. The large amount of data produced may be difficult and time consuming to
analyse.
IV. They require additional skills to those needed for one-to-one interviewing.
V. Due to the number of participants speaking, it is difficult to record the
interview without a tape recorder.
Eight focus group interviews were conducted for this research, one group at New

University (NU), three groups at Beacon College (BC) and four groups at Non-
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Beacon College (NBC). To overcome the disadvantages of too large a focus group,
the largest one consisted of seven participants, each at BC and NBC and the
smallest, three, at NBC. Students in all but one of the groups revealed sensitive
information. Prior to the focus group interview, the interviewer explained the
interview process, requested permission to use a tape recorder and reminded the
group that their contributions would be reported anonymously. During the interview,
all participants were encouraged to express their points of view. As a trained group
facilitator, the interviewer used verbal as well as non-verbal cues to quieten one
person and allow another to speak when more than one person spoke at once. The

method of analysis used for the large amount of data produced by the focus groups is

explained later.

Interviews ‘...generate data which give an authentic insight into people’s
experiences’ (Silverman 2001:87 in Miller and Glassner 2004: 126). Silverman
(2004) and Charmaz (1995) challenge the use of interviews as a method for
exploring the point of view of the research subjects; they describe what qualitative
researchers do as ‘romanticised’. They criticise qualitative researchers in their
attempt to be objective and fair in representing the views of research subjects,
stating that the researcher’s language to elicit the research subject’s experience
hinders the collection of data on the subject’s experience and instead only collects
answers to questions. Miller and Glassner (2004) argue that much of this is
inevitable as the researcher uses language which elicits responses to specific
experiences as time is often limited for both interviewer and interviewee. They

suggest that the research has a particular focus and to keep the interaction interesting
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to the interviewee, the researcher will need to ask questions using ‘research
language’. They describe the interview process and the language used as ‘fracturing’
the stories being told resulting in only parts of stories being told. They also cite
coding and categorising as further ‘fracturing’ of interviewees’ stories preventing

the whole story from being told (ibid: 127).

Miller and Glassner (2004) recognise the limitations placed on researchers in
recording interviewees’ authentic experiences, indicating that the many levels of
representing interviewees’ experiences from the primary level of the interview itself
through to the analysis, provide additional opportunities to represent interviewees’
experiences. They also discuss the issue of how interviewees respond to researchers
based on who the researcher represents in their lives and their (the researcher’s)
social identity. Whilst they comment on the importance of the researcher taking into
account any social difference between them and their interviewees, they oppose the
suggestion that the interviewer should share the same social grouping as the research
subjects to legitimise any knowledge claims. They (ibid) present examples of a
White researcher successfully obtaining in-depth and quality narratives with which
to theorise using interviews with girls in gangs from Black and minority groups in
the USA. Also Phoenix (1995), a Black British researcher interviewing White
teenage mothers, also supports this idea of the collection of quality narratives

regardless of social differences between researcher and interviewee.

Interview Aims

These were the aims of the interviews with institutional managers:
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e To learn how the institution is led to increase student numbers

e To find out whether a specific group(s) is being encouraged to participate

e To explore how the institutional policies and practices support access and
equality of opportunity

e To discuss whether the Senior leaders consider the institution as successful in

increasing student numbers through access and equality of opportunity policies

and practices
e To explore any conflicts/ contradictions/ barriers to widening access and
participation and if any exist, how they are managed

e To find out whether the Senior leaders of the institution perceive the institution

in class /gendered/ ethnic terms

e To identify the character of the institutions as defined / described by the Senior

leaders

Aims of interviews with students

e To define success in students’ terms
e To identify the factors which have assisted student success

e To examine whether the institutional practices and support services are recognised and valued by

students

¢ To identify ‘informal’ / indirect institutional factors which support student

success
¢ To find common characteristics among successful A/access students

e To identify appropriate students for the follow-up phase of the study
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Aims of the interviews with staff

e To identify staff perceptions of institutional and teaching strategies which

support student success

e To examine whether the institutional practices and support services are recognised and valued by

staff

e To identify staff perceptions of ‘informal’ / indirect institutional factors which

support student success

¢ To find common characteristics among staff who work successfully with

A/access students

e To explore barriers and strategies used by staff to overcome them in their work

with A/access students

The Pilot Study

The pilot study was carried out in 2001-2002 prior to the main fieldwork, which
began in 2002. An interview schedule combining closed and open questions was
designed for students, managers and teachers. The interviews were carried out in a
manner similar to the ‘focused interview’ described by Merton et al (in Yin 1994
84) using a conversational style. Yin (1984) suggests that this approach enables the
researcher to find out from respondents in case studies, ‘the facts of [the] matter as

well as [their] ...opinions...[and]...insights’ (Yin: 84).

The schedule was piloted to ensure that it could be used consistently with the same

meaning with all the respondents in the samples, yet at the same time allow for
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individual differences in response styles. This entailed designing a set of core
questions which all groups of interviewees were asked and including probing
questions to explore reasons and account for individual differences in language,
conceptualisation and readiness to respond. Piloting the interview schedule enabled
the testing of the questions to ensure they meant the same to different respondents,
to estimate the time it would take to conduct each interview and how best to
introduce the topic to an interviewee. Keats (2000) highlighted these concerns as

important considerations before beginning to collect data.

The pilot was conducted with five HE students, two of whom were PhD students and
the other three were undergraduates. The two PhD students were used to pilot the
staff interview schedule. The process was found to be time consuming and
difficulties were encountered obtaining personal details of the ‘staff’. Following the
piloting of the interview schedule, one of the interviewees suggested the use of a
questionnaire to collect personal data to reduce the length of the interview. This was
adopted (see Appendix III) together with the use of a small tape recorder to collect

the data.

The Interviews

Interviews were carried out with 73 students from the 2 FE and 2 HE case study
institutions, 52 were from the FE institutions and 21 from the HE institutions.
Students interviewed were in their first year of study and their courses represented a
range of programmes including BTEC, NVQ, LOCN Access, BSc, BA, Certificates

and Diplomas in HE. A total of 28 staff were interviewed: one Management
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Information Manager, six Lecturers, five Principal lecturers/ programme Leaders,
seven Heads of School and nine senior managers (two Directors, two Vice

Principals, two Principals and three Professors).

All students interviewed were also asked to participate in interviews after
progressing to their next year of study. All students agreed and provided their
telephone and address details on a questionnaire. Due to the difficulties and delays
encountered when interviewing first year HE students, it was not possible to conduct
follow-up interviews with this sample. All FE students were contacted for follow up
interviews in their next year of study and a further group of ex-students from NBC,
who were in employment, were also interviewed. The purpose of the follow up
interviews was to examine whether perceptions had changed with regards to factors
which supported their success as they progressed. Though the names of students and
their courses of study were meticulously recorded, on two occasions it was
necessary to contact teachers to verify the students’ group/ class as the records that
were kept were not always clear about this detail. In both instances teachers were
able to verify the group which the student belonged to at the time of the first
interview. This enabled inferences to be drawn based on patterns of students’

responses.

Interview schedules were designed using a combination of open-ended and closed
questions and were piloted in February and March 2002. Interviews were arranged
with institutional Heads, Senior and Middle managers for April and May 2002 and

for students in May and June 2002. Due to competing institutional demands, only
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two heads of institutions and ten managers were interviewed within these timescales.
The remainder were completed in November 2003. Follow-up interviews were
conducted with 10 students from September to December 2004. A further 10 former
students from NBC were interviewed to provide a ‘longitudinal’ element to the
research due to the lack of success conducting follow-up interviews with NBC

students. See interview schedule in appendices.

Four HE teachers and one FE teacher interviewed commented on the questions
asked during the interviews for this research. Three of the teachers said that they
found the questions helpful in thinking about their practice with access students and
one teacher expressed offence in response to questions which focused on how the

HE institution supported ‘non-traditional’ students.

Preparing the interview schedule

The lack of time and resources as a single researcher utilising qualitative methods
suggested the selection of a semi-structured interview as the most efficient method.
The problem of validity is one of the most reported problems with interviews, that is
people telling the truth (Cohen and Manion 1989). The most practical way of
minimising invalidity is to reduce the amount of bias as much as possible. Bias was
countered through careful preparation of the interview questions to ensure they were
clear, piloting and thorough planning of the interview process to ensure that
interviewees selected the time and location of the interview. Interviewees were met
or telephoned at the agreed time, treated in a friendly and polite manner, non-

judgementally and with respect.
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Kitwood (1977) suggests that the interview as a research tool generates conflict
between the traditional notions of validity and reliability. Where greater control of
its elements enables increased reliability, this is achieved, he argues, at the cost of
reduced validity:
. ...For the main purpose of using an interview in research is that is believed
that in an interpersonal encounter people are more likely to disclose aspects of
themselves, their thoughts, their feelings and values, than they would in a less
human situation. At least for some purposes, it is necessary to generate a kind
of conversation in which the ‘respondent’ feels at ease. In other words, the
distinctively human element in the interview is necessary to its ‘validity’. The
more the interviewer becomes rational, calculating, and detached, the less
likely the interview is to be perceived as a friendly transaction, and the more

calculated the response also is likely to be (Kitwood 1977 in Cohen and
Manion 1989: 319).

Interview schedules were designed for students, teachers and managers. They

were piloted as recommended by Keats (2000) and Derver (1995). The Interview
schedules (see Appendix II and IIT) contained a combination of open-ended and
closed questions. The focus was based on the theories of good practice in widening
access to ‘non-traditional’ student groups which has been referred to earlier in this
chapter. A schedule was devised for each category of interviewee. Whilst the
questions were similar, different ones were included for students, managers and
teachers. All schedules contained the same information on the purpose of the
interview. The closed questions captured quantitative data to compare staff and
students’ perceptions of institutions’ practices at the application stage and whilst on
course as well as to compare the role of family and friends in the lives of non-

traditional students.

As already indicated, senior managers were the first group interviewed within the

case study institutions. In the FE colleges, this provided access to students, staff and

132



the quantitative data from the ISR data bases, policy documents on access and
institutional practices. This was also the purpose of beginning the interviews with
senior HE managers. However, access to their ISR data bases proved difficult and
managers were not forthcoming with this information. HE senior managers were not
as open in disclosing information about the statistical data held on students’
performance as FE counterparts. It was possible that they did not hold this data or
did not have access to it and their embarrassment may have appeared as reluctance
to provide the data. The most senior HE managers interviewed were at departmental

and professorial level compared to the ‘top’ level FE managers. The HE managers

did not have ‘control’ of the data.

All the staff interviews in FHE were carried out individually as their availability was
too varied to organise group interviews. For similar reasons only one group of HE
students was interviewed as a group of four. It was found that the nature of HE
students’ attendance modes and modular programmes made group interviews
difficult to arrange. The remaining HE students were interviewed separately. All the
FE student and teacher interviews were conducted face to face. Four HE student
interviews were conducted face to face (including the focus group interview); the
remaining HE student interviews (mature/ part-time) and FE ex-students from NBC,
were conducted by telephone based on students’ choice or availability (details of the
type of all interviews conducted are available in Tables 1, 3, 25 and 26 in the

appendices). As already indicated all students and staff were met prior to interviews.
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International Context: Operationalising ‘Access’ and ‘Success’

An international context to the research was developed. Successful practices in
widening access to HE for underrepresented groups in the United States were
explored during the London Metropolitan University’s study tour to the US from
19" September 2003 — 1% October 2003. This assisted with definitions of ‘Access’
and ‘success’ and with the analysis of findings. In the US there is a single definition
of ‘underrepresented’ in tertiary education, which is:

...first generation to go to higher education and low income and the concept of

the ‘American Dream’ permeates education which enables underrepresented

groups to aspire to HE, succeed in HE and to acknowledge their ‘humble’

origins after graduating successfully and as they progress within the society
(Andrews 2003b: 3).

Documentary Evidence

May (1993) argues that documents should be viewed as instruments through which
social power is mediated. He suggests that the cultural contexts in which documents
are written should be the starting point for their examination. May’s argument is
particularly relevant for the examination of PCET institutional documents in the
present climate of competition between institutions of FHE, the need for them to
comply with audit and quality assessment procedures and the financial efficiency

expectations for public services which the government has placed on them.

Blaxter et al (1996) claim that strategies for analysing documentary evidence can be
predominantly qualitative or quantitative. Either or both of the two techniques can
be used to deal with qualitative or quantitative data. Documents enable researchers
to develop ideas, issues and policies with which documents deal through a

comparative analysis (ibid). The process of analysis of documents occurs by
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‘abstracting’ from each document, elements considered to be substantial or
pertinent, categorising these findings together, then placing them alongside those
which are believed to be related (ibid). Blaxter et al (1996: 187) recommend the
consideration of the following questions when analysing documents:

e Who is the author?

e What is their position?

e What are their biases?

e When and where was the document produced?

¢ In what context was the document produced?

e How was it produced and for whom?

e What are its underlying assumptions?

e What does the document say and not say?

e How is the argument presented?

e How well supported and convincing is its argument?

¢ How does this document relate to previous ones?

¢ How does this document relate to later ones?

¢ What do other sources have to say about it?

Documents Analysed from the Case Study Institutions

The prospectuses, widening access polices and strategies and strategic plans were
collected from all the case study institutions. Documents were also collected from
individual departments which described how students were supported and reported
statistically on their recruitment, retention and achievement. Atkinson and Coffey

(2004:73) argue that one cannot assume that documentary evidence is an ‘accurate’
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portrayal of the social world and advise that documents should be treated as ‘texts’
and questions should be asked about their form and function. They recommend the
examination of text for its ‘rhetorical’ features and cross-referencing of textual
formats to discover a more ‘accurate’ version of social reality. The data collected
from the FE and HE case study institutions for this research was examined for three
purposes: to confirm the commitment of the institutions to widening access to
underrepresented groups; to determine practice which was promoted to recruit,

support and ensure the success of underrepresented groups; and to inform the design

of interview questions

Triangulation of Data

The methods used to collect data in this research were documents, interviews,
quantitative data from the institutions’ databases, questionnaires to collect data on
the social identity of interviewees and field notes from observations. The main

method employed was interviews; the additional methods used were supplementary.

Denscombe (1998) describes triangulation as:
Seeing things from a different perspective and opportunity to corroborate
findings can enhance the validity of the data. They do not prove that the
researcher has ‘got it right’, but they do give some confidence that the
meaning of the data has some consistency across methods and that the findings

are not too closely tied up with a particular method used to collect the data
(Denscombe 1998: 85).

Debates on the merits of one method above another have failed to establish one
method of data collection as being the best for all possible situations. Denscombe
(1998) suggests that for the small-scale researcher, none of the research methods

can be considered to be excellent and none should be considered useless. Each

136



method should be considered to have its own uniqueness, its strengths and
weaknesses in relation to the aims of the research and the constraints confronted
by the researcher. Brannen (1992) claims that providing data through multiple
methods (triangulation) confirms its validity by obtaining data from a second or
third methodological source. Thus evidence gained from an interview, where
researcher bias may be possible, can be backed up by data collected by observation

in the field / from documentary evidence.

Triangulation may not be easily achievable for lone, small-scale researchers.
Blaxter et al (1996) recommend that researchers should seriously consider verifying
the validity of research through triangulation; given the difficulties this may

place on some researchers they advise that it should be done only when resources
permit. Denscombe (1998) argues that triangulation creates different kinds of data
on the same topic resulting in more data. This improves the quality of the research
but at a cost. He states that the researcher, in using a multi-method approach, is
forced to sacrifice some areas of the investigation which would have been included
using one method, to make resources available to use multiple methods. The benefits
to the researcher are the opportunity to examine different kinds of data on the same
topic, to understand the topic from more than one perspective and in a more holistic
way than if a single method was employed. The main benefit of triangulation is in
checking the findings from one method against the findings from another. He
concludes that providing different perspectives and corroborating data enhances the
validity of data. Triangulation, he contends, does not mean that the researcher is

exactly right but lends confidence that the meaning attributed to the data has
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consistency across methods and prevents the findings being associated with a

particular data collection method.

Data Analysis

Coding Responses

Full interview transcripts were used to analyse the data. This provided an
opportunity to become familiar with the data. It was however time consuming. This
helps to overcome some of the problems associated with focus group interviews.
Blaxter et al (1996) advise that only comments which relate specifically to questions
or their sequences should be included for analysis. This is due to the large amount of
data emerging from focus groups due to their interactive content that may lead

researchers to premature or misleading conclusions.

After transcribing all interviews in full, leaving margins on both sides of the typed
A4 sheets, students’ backgrounds, which were initially recorded on questionnaires,
were typed onto the relevant transcripts. Each interview ran into several pages and
was printed out. Each response to each question was analysed, which involved
spreading the transcripts on the floor, making notes in the margin and highlighting
similarities and differences using different coloured pens. Transcripts were read
several times and where necessary, details were checked with respondents and
further communications made. This was done systematically with transcripts from
each case study institution. Common themes were explored through each script.
Comparisons were then made between similar and dissimilar responses, in relation

to the institution, e.g. whether between or within the same institution, or in relation
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to the social identity/ contextual factors such as race, gender, parent/ childless etc.

There was no support or expertise available for use of IT packages such as Nvioo or

NiDirt.

Data reduction is referred to by Denscombe (1998) as a process of modifying the
data collected as field notes and transcriptions. Miles and Huberman (1994) describe
data reduction as an activity which takes place even before data is collected: in the
selection of methods, questions to ask, coding selection of cases etc. These data
were ‘reduced’ by using numerical categories to convey patterns in the findings and
selecting quotes to illustrate the majority as well as the minority perspective. Where
there were no patterns to the data and numerical data were inappropriate to convey

meaning, a selection of the disparate responses was included to provide examples of

the disparateness.

Content analysis was used, adopting a model similar to that described by Wilkinson
(2004). This involved scrutinising the data for recurring themes. As already
indicated, the interview schedule was designed using some pre-coding categories
based on good practice in widening access to FHE. Thus responses were recorded
within ‘pre entry’, ‘on course’, teaching’, ‘family and friends’, and ‘support
services’. The number of responses to closed questions made by interviewees was
quantified and new categories were created where questions were open-ended and
responses were not easily categorised. Respondents’ words were used to provide a
‘means of access to something which lies behind and beyond’ the words (Wilkinson

2004:187). Therefore excerpts from the discussions and answers to questions are a
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feature of the research. As mentioned earlier, coding was validated using a second or
third verifier to examine coding by attempting to replicate it (Miles and Huberman

1994).

What was learnt from the Research Process?

The time taken to collect data was underestimated. Gaining access to conduct
research in the FE and HE institutions and obtaining consent to participate in the
research did not imply willingness on the part of the subjects to participate or to be
available. The amount of time wasted in making journeys to conduct interviews
when the interviewee was off-sick, had forgotten that an appointment had been made
or had forgotten to inform students that they were going to be interviewed was a
constant feature of the research. The data being collected was sensitive, whether on
student recruitment, retention and achievement or staff and students’ perceptions
about underrepresented groups’ success. The multiple barriers that were placed in
the way of collecting this data had not been fully anticipated. The funding councils
for FE and HE are now collecting a great deal of this data and therefore future
researchers may not need to utilise valuable time in overcoming the levels of

institutional and individual difficulties to collect such data.

Multiple case study research for a lone, part-time researcher was very challenging. It
involved making complex journeys on public transport to conduct interviews at the
convenience of participants in the evenings or weekends and to maintain a family
and work full time. Reducing the number of case studies or carrying out the four-

institution case study research in stages, over a longer period of time may have been
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less taxing. However, the experience and understanding gained from conducting the

research was invaluable.

Early in the research, a mainly quantitative study was planned utilising the
Individualised Student Record (ISR) performance data as the main source; analysis
and interviews were planned as a minor part. However as the ISR data was being
analysed in the autumn of 2003, it became apparent that the purpose for which it was
collected was different to the purpose of this research: it was too ‘blunt’ to
interrogate with questions related to underrepresented groups in HE or FE. Many of
the categories of students being collected on the ISR could be wealthy, privileged
individuals recorded with categories that were labelled as ‘underrepresented’ e.g.
White male, Black British, Black Caribbean. All are meaningless labels on an ISR
database. This also exposed the ignorance within which most FE and HE institutions
with mature students operate regarding the students who attend (their parents’
occupations are not collected). It suggested that support staff, who were not
interviewed, came into contact with students regularly, and teachers were probably
the people in institutions who had the best data on the students attending. The ISR
data was not useless; it provided an overview of student numbers and the funding
councils’ categories of students attending the case study institutions. However, the
confidence with which the ISR data had been used at the start of the research

diminished as the research progressed.

Interviews were often difficult and contradictions emerged. As a researcher-

practitioner and a Black woman, good rapport developed with students (Black and
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White) who would sometimes raise negative experiences about how they were being
treated by staff, usually teachers, which were in breach of institutions’ policies and
expected standards of professional practice. These could not be addressed during the
interview without invalidating the process. The students’ concerns are reported
anonymously, in the hope that professionals in PCET, reading subsequent
publications, will reflect on their practice and will choose to take action to change

the negative student experiences reported into positive ones.

In the latter stages of the data collection, answers to the questions asked on the
interview schedule became predictable and repetitive. This suggested that the
research was coming to an end. Also towards the end of the research, journals and
books that were being published on access became more concerned with success,
less on why access students failed, and their contents became familiar. There was
then a match between this study and contemporary research by others (e.g. Thomas

et al 2003a, Yorke and Londgen 2004).

The interview as a process was also a valuable way to understand and ‘feel’ the
research. It helped to understand the importance of devising a schedule and the need
for piloting. Interviews were found to be invaluable in learning about staff and
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