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Promoting The Capacity For Research And Scholarly Activity Within The Context Of Higher Education In Further Education

In 1997, Dearing acknowledged the Further Education (FE) sector as being fundamental to the planned  widening and increasing of participation in Higher Education (HE) (NCIHE, 1997).  To support this, Foundation Degrees (FD) were introduced. These were expected to have a technical, vocational or professional focus, and to be a terminal qualification in their own right, as well as a progression route to the final year of a degree.  Key to this expansion was the need to develop an HE culture/infrastructure within FE colleges delivering HE.  Staff development was identified as crucial, not least the need for staff teaching HE in FE to be given time to support their HE teaching, and opportunities for professional updating, scholarly activity and research (HEFCE, 2003).
The Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL) was established in 2005 to work alongside the University Faculty in supporting the provision of HE in FE in 19 colleges in the region.
Building on the approaches taken by national and international schemes to promote capacity building and pedagogic research (e.g. Ramsden & Martin, 1996); the Award Holder Scheme (AHS) was introduced.  Annually, until 2010, it provides opportunities for Faculty HE in FE staff to undertake scholarly activity, research and professional updating. Building on the work of Lave and Wenger (1991), a Community of Practice approach has been adopted to support Award Holders and their capacity for undertaking research.
There is an ongoing investigation into the impact of the Scheme on participants’ personal/professional development, as well as the experiences and challenges of college staff undertaking research projects and providing HE courses in FE.  This paper will present the process employed by the CETL and preliminary results drawn from questionnaires and interviews conducted with Award Holders from the first two years of the Scheme.  As will be demonstrated, the AHS is beginning to effect a culture change.  In many cases the process of conducting research may have proved a challenge but it has been beneficial for the individuals involved and has contributed to their sense of professional identity and confidence as an HE lecturer.  Award Holders have commented on the sense of legitimacy in terms of conducting research afforded to them through the AHS.  Likewise the operation of the AHS has highlighted perceptions and barriers present within HE in FE that need to be addressed to further promote a culture of HE and research.
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