Professor Ann-Marie Bathmaker: SRHE HE-FE Seminar 13th May

An SRHE HE-FE Research Network Meeting was held at The Society for Research in Higher Education in 76 Portland Place London on Tuesday 13th May, 2008 at 3.00–5.30 pm. The key event of the afternoon was a seminar presentation and discussion led by Professor Ann-Marie Bathmaker of the Faculty of Education at the University of the West of England (UWE), who presented on the topic:

‘Constructing identities in new forms of higher education: student transitions in the context of 'dual sector' institutions’

Ann-Marie is Professor of Applied Research in Further Education and Lifelong Learning at the University of the West of England (UWE). She explored the construction of various identities in new forms of higher education, focusing on the role of ‘transitions’ in the context of ‘dual sector’ higher and further education institutions. The session provided an opportunity for those interested in research in HE-FE to engage with the concept of ‘student transitions’ as well as ‘dual sector’ institutions and to participate in debate on this important area of work.

Ann-Marie’s presentation was based on research contributing to the ESRC TLRP project entitled Universal Access and Dual Regimes of Further and Higher Education. This project comprises research from the University of the West of England team as well as the work of researchers in the University of Sheffield and the University of Leeds. The context of the talk was based on widening participation in HE and dual sector institutions within the FurtherHigher (FH) Project.  

Ann-Marie began by querying, ‘What is a dual sector institution?’, discussing the concept of ‘identity work’ in the context of dual sector HE-FE institutions. A UK policy imperative to widen participation in HE has dominated the HE-FE agenda in recent years, given the economic drivers to ‘up-skill’ an advanced UK workforce involved in the ‘knowledge economy’ and also given the PSA target towards 50% participation by 2010 by 18-30 year olds. Ann-Marie noted that there are two tertiary sectors in England: the LSC/FE sector and HE sector, alongside what are termed ‘dual sector’ FE/HE institutions. 

Given this background, the FurtherHigher project research questions have been: 

· Why do we have two ‘sectors’ providing higher education in England?

· What impact does this have on widening participation in HE?

· How do students experience transitions between further and higher education, and between different stages of undergraduate study (level 5/6)?

The FH project has carried out fieldwork in four dual sector institutions, examining the transition between level 3 (FE) and level 4 (HE) AND between level 5 (2 yr HE) and level 6 (final year undergraduate degree). The project has interviewed students, tutors, other institutional representatives and managers. Documentary analysis and a collection of fieldwork observation records as well as photographs of space and place have supplemented the interview data collected. 

In terms of ‘identity work’ the project has examined the issues involved in Identity work in the construction of ‘dual sector’ ‘FurtherHigher’ institutions and also in the construction of ‘FurtherHigher’ students. The researchers have queried, ‘What is a dual sector institution?’, developing a relational understanding about the work, in which the researchers recognised that ‘dual sector’ institutions need to be understood in relation to other parts of HE system in England, such as ‘elite’ universities, post-1992 universities and FE colleges. 

Ann-Marie reported that the role of dual sector institutions tends to be to enable widening participation and transition to HE through, for example, alternative routes to advanced study, second chance opportunities and an increased variety and geographical spread (local and regional). Dual sector institutions provide, in the main, Foundation degree provision, as well as other specific courses aiming to widen participation in HE, opening up a progression route to honours degrees. In single FE-HE dual sector institutions, a ‘seamless’ transition from FE to HE can occur. 

The seminar explored the questions ‘What makes such institutions dual?’ and ‘What makes them dual sector?’ Ann-Marie noted that ‘all are in transition, undergoing change, but not in the same direction’. She observed that, for ‘FurtherHigher’ institutions, the positioning of the institution within the HE market is important, while internal transitions between FE and HE provision are not currently a major driver. HE student transitions are linked to understandings relating to the stratified system and also the two types of widening participation, including: (1) access to prestigious courses/institutions (transition out) and (2) access to some form of HE (transition in)

Ann-Marie then related some specific experiences of transitions involving individual students, citing a research site study example of Sports Therapy at ‘Citygate College’, an HE sector institution with substantial FE provision, offering a BTEC National Diploma in Sport (Sport Development and Fitness), FdSc in Sports Therapy and BSc in Sports Therapy. In constructing the concept of the ‘FurtherHigher’ student, Ann-Marie noted that such students tend not to be encouraged at school, not expected to continue to higher education by their school, and experience a diverse range of post-16 studies, not a smooth progression. Such students tend to envisage higher education study as ‘hard’: their imagined futures include hoping for a chance, getting into higher education, moving up and progressing. 

Issues involved in the transitions and progression of such students include the fact that they are expected to have, and often have, lower levels of prior achievement, they may not complete courses and their degree outcomes may be lower. Such students tend to have a lower prior achievement on entry and need HE courses which are progressively harder in phased, small steps transition processes. They tend to need support with their studies from the institution and they also seek out closer relationships with some course tutors: there is evidence in the research findings that students seek out someone they trust to help them. 

Ann-Marie then discussed the nature of ‘aspiring’ FHE students in the context of ‘aspiring’ institutions. Such institutions have a conscious positioning in relation to HE and do not wish to retain their own students at any cost: internal progression is not a prime motivator. HE-FE institutions are now in the process of transition within a redefined field, in which the landscape of higher education is changing, with increasing diversity, complexity and stratification constantly evolving within the system. Yet while ‘aspiring’ students have an imagined future which they envisage to be a ‘better’ future, they are also now discovering that higher education is not the golden elixir that it once was. The picture of student experience and interaction with HE opportunities is therefore complex: access, progression, outcomes and futures are not straightforward, smooth and seamless. The future is, in fact, risky

An engaging debate was held after Ann-Marie’s presentation on the issues involved in the identity construction of students and dual sector institutions, with around 23 people attending and participating in the seminar. With thanks to Professor Ann-Marie Bathmaker for a very interesting and useful talk. 
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