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Universal Access and Dual Regimes of Further and Higher Education

(The FurtherHigher Project)
Our working papers
This is one of a series of working papers reporting the methods, findings and implications of a study of Universal Access and Dual Regimes of Further and Higher Education (The FurtherHigher Project). Each is authored by one or more individuals on behalf of the project team. The working papers, along with copies of presentations and publications, can be downloaded from the project website at www.sheffield.ac.uk/furtherhigher
Our project 
The research was one of seven projects on widening participation in higher education funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) through its Teaching and Learning Research Programme (TLRP). Information about each study, including Research Briefings on our own and other projects, can be accessed at www.tlrp.org The FurtherHigher Project was based at the University of Sheffield and undertaken between February 2006 and July 2008.

Our objective

We investigated the influence of a division between further and higher education on strategies to widen participation in English undergraduate education. Such a division was intended to concentrate higher education in one sector and further education in another sector, each with their own institutions and separate funding and regulatory bodies. However, government policy in recent years has looked to expand higher education in the further education sector. We examined whether sector separation advanced or inhibited a broadening of participation.

Our approach

We looked at policy and practice at three levels. At the system level, policy interviews and statistical studies were combined with international and contextual commentaries. At the institutional level, we employed case studies to develop a typology of further-higher organisational forms. At the level of courses and students, detailed fieldwork was carried out in four partner further-higher establishments to elucidate features of progression.

Our project team

Ann-Marie Bathmaker (Director), Greg Brooks (Director), Diane Burns, Maxine Burton, David Dale, Cate Goodlad, Liz Halford, Karen Kitchen, Sammy Rashid, Andy Roberts, Gareth Parry (Director), David Smith (Director), Will Thomas, Anne Thompson, Val Thompson.
The making and shaping of student transitions in ‘dual sector’ institutions
Introduction

This paper explores transitions from further to higher education (HE) in England in the context of dual sector FE/HE institutions.  These institutions offer both further education (FE) and HE programmes, and therefore provide the possibility of ‘seamless’ transition to HE. In doing so, they may contribute to the goals of widening participation which form part of current higher education policy in England. 

The FurtherHigher Project included fieldwork in four dual sector institutions, and a range of different learning sites offering FE and HE programmes.  Interviews with senior managers, course tutors, and students were used to consider how transitions from FE to HE were constructed and experienced by those involved. The paper explores the ways in which institutional and learning site cultures contributed to shaping students’ orientations to HE, and discusses students’ perceptions of the transition-making process.

This strand of the FurtherHigher Project found that while institutions had long histories of providing both FE and HE, the idea of ‘seamless’ progression routes between further and higher education was a new development. FE and HE had been treated as separate activities in the past, and this was considerable evidence that this pattern continued.  Being a dual sector FE/HE institution did not currently equate with a drive to promote internal transitions. The paper focuses on FE level 3 learning sites. The range of level 3 vocational qualification routes offered in FE and FE/HE dual sector institutions positioned learning sites in this study in differing ways in terms of likely progression to HE, and in terms of what HE was possible. At the same time, in all learning sites, the aim of tutors was to enable students to progress to what tutors considered the best possible next step for that student, and there was a recognition that HE, and HE offered within the institution, represented the best step for certain students only.  In practice, this meant that direct, internal transitions from level 3 to HE study were made by a small number of students who tended to be less secure and less successful academic learners.  

The study shows that the opportunity to progress from FE to HE within one institution is not as yet an established expectation amongst staff and students even within such institutions, and it may represent a route for certain students only. The implications of the study for widening participation are considered in the conclusion to this paper.

Structure of the paper

The first part of this paper offers a brief contextualisation of the study. The central part of the paper is organised into sections, first considering the institutional context for higher education transitions in each of the four ‘dual sector’ institutions in this study, and then the different learning sites as contexts for transitions, including students’ accounts of transitions within them. The final part of the paper discusses the findings of the study in relation to four key questions that guided the fieldwork:

Firstly, what does this study say about the further-higher relationship?

Secondly, does studying in a ‘dual sector institution’ make a difference to students’ orientations to HE and disposition to HE study? 

Thirdly, what counts as a ‘good’ transition?

Finally, what are the implications of this study for widening participation in higher education?

Dual sector institutions as a context for HE study

As the number of ‘traditional’ entrants has reached saturation point (HEFCE, 2001), there has been increasing interest in alternative routes into HE and different forms of provision of HE, as a means of attracting and responding to a more diverse pool of potential students.  In this context, the contribution of further education (FE) colleges has been ‘rediscovered’ (Parry et al, 2008), both as a source of higher education students, and as a location for higher education provision. 

However, FE colleges are not part of the Higher Education Sector in England, but part of what is known as the Learning and Skills Sector (LSS).  Although tertiary education in England is divided into these two sectors, a considerable number of colleges in the LSS have taught higher education courses for many years (see Parry (2003) for an overview of this provision).  In 2008, around 270 colleges offered some higher education as part of their provision. These colleges, along with a number of higher education institutions (40 in 2008) which offer substantial further education provision, could be defined as ‘dual sector’ institutions, with the potential to offer ‘seamless’ provision of tertiary education, embracing both ‘further’ and ‘higher’ education.  Although duality and seamlessness are little discussed in England at present, ‘dual sector’ institutions form a more visible part of the landscape of tertiary education in a number of other countries, which include Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South Africa (see Garrod and Macfarlane, 2007 for an overview of these developments). The concept of ‘seamlessness’ is associated with the idea that if higher education could work more closely with further and vocational education, the pathways between them ‘could be smoothed and some of the obstacles removed.’ (Cooper, 2002, p.xix).  In dual sector institutions seamlessness could involve ‘vocational’ students progressing from level 3, pre-HE courses, to higher education study within the same institution. This aspiration offers a possible means of meeting policy goals of increasing and widening participation (see Widdowson, 2005), but it is also the subject of critical debate (see Young, 2006
).  

There is a suggestion that FE/HE institutions may provide alternative routes for particular sorts of students, who may be ‘reluctant or fragile learners’ (Widdowson, 2005, p39).  The implication is that the appeal of ‘seamless’ provision does not work across the diversity of level 3 qualification routes offered in English further education colleges. FE colleges offer level 3 qualifications ranging from academic A-levels to occupational skills training, which vary considerably in the potential access they provide to higher education. Students completing level 3 qualifications in a further education or ‘dual sector’ FE/HE institution may seek and be encouraged to move to what is perceived as a more prestigious higher education institution for further study.

The intended purposes of seamlessness are affected by these considerations, which are evident in contrasting aspects of widening participation policy. On the one hand, there is the goal of enabling academically able (young) people from under-represented groups, particularly those from lower socio-economic groups, to gain access to elite universities, if their achievement indicates that they would benefit from it (HEFCE, 2006a, p.14). This for example is the overarching goal of the Sutton Trust (http://www.suttontrust.com/index.asp). On the other, there is the goal of developing more diverse HE provision, offered not only in universities, but in a number of other locations, particularly FE colleges and the workplace. Such provision is intended to meet the needs and desires of those, who have not traditionally participated in higher education. These students are variously defined as not only coming from lower socio-economic groups (HEFCE, 2006a, p.14), but also as less well-qualified (HEFCE, 2001b, 40), vocational rather than academic students (HEFCE, 2001b, p26), and include mature students (defined as those over 21 by HEFCE), as well as young people who have just finished initial post-compulsory education. As Schuetze and Slowey (2000, p.17) have observed, the task of catering for such students tends to fall to ‘newer, more vocational- and practice-oriented institutions.’ This applies in particular to the role intended for further education colleges, which are defined in recent English policy documents as having a special mission in higher education, to deliver sub-Honours degree level vocational and work-related programmes of study (HEFCE, 2006a, 2006b).  

In the FurtherHigher project, we use the term ‘dual sector’ institution to describe FE colleges which offer higher education and also HE institutions offering further education. The project explored students’ experience of transitions in four very different examples of ‘dual sector’ institutions, in order to get some purchase on what duality means in practice for student participation in HE, and whether and how it may contribute to widening participation. Two were part of the FE/Learning and Skills Sector, and two were part of the higher education sector. Questions related to what it means to be a dual sector institution are taken up in more detail in working paper 4, while this paper focuses on a number of individual learning sites in the four institutions (eleven in total), and explores the making and shaping of student transitions in these contexts. The term site in the study is used to refer to the work that went on within a particular course and qualification route.  The sites included seven FE learning sites offering level 3 qualifications, and four HE sites offering two year undergraduate programmes. These learning sites were selected to reflect the diversity of what is broadly conceived of as ‘vocational’ or ‘alternative’ routes to higher education at level 3, and also two year HE leading on to the possibility of completing a full Bachelor degree. At level 3 they included sites offering National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs), BTEC National Diplomas, Advanced Vocational Certificates in Education (AVCEs), and Access courses. The two year HE sites offered either Foundation degrees or Higher National Diplomas and Certificates (HNDs and HNCs). 
The project aimed to consider the nature of the boundaries that may exist between FE and HE and between two year HE programmes and the Bachelor degree, and how they were encountered, experienced and described by students and staff who moved between these zones. This paper discusses student transitions in the context of the FE level 3 sites in the study. At the outset of the study we anticipated that ‘duality’ might make a difference to work on higher education transitions in the four institutions.  In the literature on duality, there is an expectation that ‘seamlessness’ will be an outcome of bringing together ‘further’ and ‘higher’ education, creating a unified system of lifelong learning, and in the context of this study, would include the possibility of seamless progression of students from FE to HE levels of study, and from two year HE programmes to full Bachelor degrees. 

The making and shaping of student transitions in this paper is understood as a socially situated process, influenced by a range of social and cultural factors. Our thinking draws on ideas from work on teaching and learning cultures in further education developed in the Transforming Learning Cultures project (Colley et al, 2003; Hodkinson, Biesta and James, 2004, 2007; James and Biesta, 2007). As Hodkinson et al (2004) have observed in their discussion of a cultural theory of learning, a learning culture is not simply the context within which learning takes place; it concerns ‘the social practices through which people learn’ (Hodkinson et al, 2004, p.4). Following this view, as Hodkinson et al emphasise, what students learn in a particular institution – a school, college, or university for example - is how to belong to that institution, and how to be students in that setting (my emphasis). 

The same may be applied to transitions. Higher education transitions involve social practices, through which transitions take place. Students learn how to ‘do’ transitions from within particular settings, and the way that transitions are framed and understood in particular institutional settings is therefore important.  What count as ‘normal’, expected, and ‘good’ transitions are likely to vary, and to relate to the social and cultural contexts of their production.  Moreover, drawing on Bourdieu’s concept of field (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992) what counts as ‘good’ in a particular context or field, may hold a different value in the wider field of power, where educational credentials or ‘goods’ are positioned unequally.  Hodkinson et al suggest that a central question for a cultural view of learning is:

what kind of learning becomes possible through participation in a particular learning field and also what kind of learning becomes difficult or even impossible as a result of participation? (Hodkinson et al, 2004, p.14)

A similar question can be asked of transitions between further and higher education, and in our study, can be asked of the ‘dual sector’ settings in which transitions take place, that is: what kinds of transitions become possible through participation in a particular learning field, and what kinds of transitions become difficult or even impossible? 

The fit between students’ dispositions to learning and teaching and learning cultures in further and higher education is also identified as significant to students’ orientation to learning, and to their integration, both academically and socially, to studying in tertiary contexts, by a number of researchers. Hodkinson, Biesta and James (2007) talk of synergy and convergence between elements of learning cultures in FE, whereby students perceive particular institutions and learning sites within them as places that are ‘right’ for them. They note that while synergetic learning cultures may be highly successful in some ways, through commonality of purpose, they are also problematic. They may avoid challenging the status quo concerning the curriculum and practices of teaching and learning, and they may serve to exclude those who do not ‘fit’.  
Reay, David and Ball’s (2005) study of HE choice suggests that what Hodkinson, Biesta,  Postlethwaite and Maull et al (2007) call synergetic learning cultures tend to be found in private and selective schools, rather than state schools and FE colleges, and offer strong support for progression to prestigious forms of HE. Their study found that where the institution, staff and students all share a clearly defined common goal in terms of progression, then work on decision-making could take advantage of all the connections that would enable successful progression to what were considered to be ‘good’ HE destinations. 

Thomas’s (2002) work on students’ experience of higher education similarly emphasises the importance of students’ sense of ‘fit’ with the academic and social cultures of different HE institutions.  She draws on Tinto’s work in the USA on the impact that academic and social integration into an institution has on student persistence (Tinto, 1975, 1993, 1997, cited in Thomas, 2002). She argues that the fit between the individual’s and the institution’s characteristics influence goal commitment and also commitment to the institution.  

‘Non-traditional’ students, however, as these researchers and others, such as Gilchrist, Phillips and Ross (2003) have found, are much more hesitant about higher education.  They may not feel that HE is of sufficient value to be worth the effort and time; they may lack the normal entry qualifications; the financial commitment may be seen as too great, or too risky, or insufficiently understood. Students’ dispositions towards studying and applying to HE, make transitions to HE for such students a much more uncertain process.

In the FurtherHigher study we were particularly interested in whether dual sector institutions steered students towards internal transitions to HE, and whether students felt differently about making internal transitions to HE compared with progression to another institution. We initially set out therefore to find examples of internal transitions, that is, students staying within the institution for the next stage of study. In practice, students making internal transitions were not easy to find. Patterns of transition to HE were diverse, reflecting differences at institutional, site and student level. We found different institutional drivers and policies across the four institutions, reflecting the institutions’ histories and positioning in the fields of further and higher education. These affected the learning sites that we studied, but at the same time, practices in individual sites could not simply be read off from institutional policy, and often showed up the unintended consequences of institutional policy and practice. 
The students we interviewed in individual learning sites added further to the complexity of the picture. It is stating the obvious to say that students are not all the same, but there is a tension in the literature on widening participation in this regard, which on the one hand emphasises student diversity, but on the other, can inscribe ‘ideal type’ attributes to students who are named ‘widening participation’, ‘non-traditional’, or ‘further education’ students. We face the same tensions in reporting on students’ experience of transitions in this study. 82 students across eleven learning sites were involved at the start of the study and we interviewed 68 of these students during the following year. There was considerable variation in their experiences, which highlights the importance of not making generalised assumptions about who the students are who study in further education and dual sector institution contexts, and what their experience of study and transitions to HE involves. But there were also issues that arose in individuals’ experience and the ways in which they engaged with transition, which drew attention to the relationship between students’ experience and the work of the learning sites and institutions in this study. These issues have wider implications for how we might further our understandings of students’ orientations to higher education study in the context of a strong policy push to widen participation. 

To understand the social and cultural practices surrounding student transitions we built up an understanding of the site and its institutional context through information-gathering site visits, and interviews with key staff in the institution and in individual sites.  Interviews with staff also gave us insights into staff perceptions of transitions to HE, often based on their own values and biographies, their experience of the relationship between FE and HE from within their site, and their role in students’ decision-making about progression. Interviews with students were located in this context. We asked students about their decision-making and for those who continued with higher education, their experience of undertaking transitions. 

In effect we used ‘transition’ as a lens for developing an understanding of students’ orientations to HE in the context of dual sector institutions. We built up a picture of transitions, which rooted students’ experience in an understanding of the context of the learning sites and institutions in which they were studying and making decisions about transitions to and through HE. Whilst we found considerable diversity in student experience, we did find connections between their orientation to further study, and the cultures and expectations of the sites in which they were studying. In addition, there were features of sites that appeared to relate to wider institutional cultures and practices concerning higher education, and the relationship between the FE and HE work of the institution. In this paper, we do not give detailed accounts of individual students’ experience, but use examples from their experience to draw attention to issues which their accounts reveal in relation to transitions.

The next section describes the four institutions in the study, focusing on the institutions as contexts for higher education transitions.

The institutional context for student transitions to HE

All four institutions in the study had roots in both further and higher education. At the time of the study, two were part of the English higher education sector and two were further education colleges in the Learning and Skills Sector. The following descriptions outline the relationship between FE and HE in each institution.
Southleigh University is a post-1992 university, located in the South of England and has three main campuses.  In 2004, the university merged with a large FE college, to create what the university announced publicly as a ‘dual sector’ institution, with a 70/30 split between HE and FE work. The new institution aimed to give equal commitment to FE and HE, with a mission to encourage and enable progression within and between FE and HE (statement by the Vice Chancellor on the university website, June 2006).  This was the strongest public commitment by any of the four institutions to the notion of a strong internal relationship between FE and HE.

Citygate College is a specialist provider, located in the centre of a large city in the Midlands. It is now a higher education institution, but until 2002 was part of the further education sector. Citygate has a long history of offering higher education provision dating back to the late 1960s. The progress of the college from incorporation as an FE college in 1992, which gave independence from the local education authority, to becoming part of the HE sector in 2002, perceived by senior management as offering further freedom and independence, reflect the aspirations of the college to position itself clearly as a specialist provider of higher education as well as vocational further education. These aspirations have led to a successful application for taught degree-awarding powers, approved in 2007, and a change of name to incorporate ‘university’ into its title, consolidating the college’s position in the higher education sector. Although the college now has degree-awarding powers, many of Citygate’s degrees continue to be validated by the local research-intensive Russell Group university, and this is perceived as valuable for prestige and marketing.

East Heath College at the time of the study was a large further education college, and one of the largest FE providers of directly funded HE.  On its website the college defined itself as a large mixed economy institution providing higher, further and adult education over a wide range of subjects and modes of study (website statement by the Principal in November 2006). Like Citygate, the college publicised its accreditation arrangements with a research-intensive university, which added prestige to its degree programmes. The expansion of HE provision was very much to the fore at the time of the study. With no universities in the proximity, the college saw the opportunity to become the sole regional provider of HE, resulting in the launch of two separate institutions in 2007, the University Centre East Heath and a relaunched FE college (New East Heath College). 
The fourth institution, Northgreen Federal College, is a large further education college which combines a number of formerly separate FE colleges.  One of the senior managers described the college as a ‘widening participation college’, providing vocational progression routes.  While HE was an important and growing part of the college’s work, it represented only 3% of the college’s work at the time of the study. The same manager explained:

it’s definitely been an FE culture and HE was a bit of an afterthought to some extent because the main mission of the college was about further education.

He reported that over the previous three years, HE had become a more significant, albeit small, part of the work of the institution.  HE provision was directly funded, with Foundation degrees validated by the local post-1992 university.  The college had focused their efforts on a close partnership agreement with the university to enhance progression, and there was a guaranteed route onto a relevant Bachelor degree at the university from all of the college’s 16 foundation degrees. 
Boundaries and convergence between FE and HE

It is clear from these descriptions, that the four institutions brought together FE and HE in differing configurations. They all potentially brought the two closer together, an aspiration suggested by Southleigh University’s mission. However, the changing nature and balance of FE and HE in each institution created the potential for separation as much as convergence in their work across these two areas of provision. East Heath College was an example of exceptionally strong separation, as it was in the process of creating two distinct institutions for FE and HE at the time of the FurtherHigher study. The move to construct expanded, visible HE provision in the local area was, paradoxically in terms of ‘seamlessness’, accompanied by a distinct separation of FE and HE work. The separation of FE and HE provision internally predated this development, and was very apparent in comments made by staff in the two level 3 FE sites in this study.  

Although less distinct, at Northgreen Federal College, FE and HE were also perceived as separate aspects of the college’s work. A senior manager at the college explained: ‘They are two entirely different markets in a sense’. As a result, he said: ‘we’ve found that we don’t get good progression to our own HE in many curriculum areas even though all our HE is in vocational areas.’ Close links between FE and HE at this point in time were related more to the partnership for progression between the college and the local university, than to any link between FE and HE provision within the college itself. 

Despite Southleigh University’s mission, there was considerable separation here too. The three main campuses which made up the university had different origins and histories, and separate campuses meant distinct and separate lives for many of the staff and students in the institution. One campus was more strongly associated with FE provision than the other two, and moving from this campus to another campus for HE study was similar to changing institutions in the eyes of students we interviewed.

At Citygate College there was a closer connection between FE and HE. Although the institution had changed sectors recently and was very keen to establish itself as a player in the higher education field, its origins were in further education. HE courses had grown out of FE provision, and teaching staff had often been involved in FE work at the college, prior to working on HE programmes.
Other aspects of the four institutions created in some instances boundaries, and in other ways, convergences between FE and HE provision. Certain aspects of institutions encouraged a sense of a close connection between FE and HE study. Facilities such as libraries, study skills support, and cafeterias were often the same for FE and HE students. Where institutions had specialist facilities, such as kitchens, hair salons, and therapy treatment rooms, they tended to be shared by FE and HE students.
However other features created a strong distinction between FE and HE. The separate geographical location of most FE and HE work was evident in all four institutions. This might involve separate rooms for FE and HE teaching, which was found at East Heath College before the University Centre East Heath moved into new buildings. It might involve separate buildings, such as the ‘FE’ building at Citygate College. The building was only separated from the ‘HE’ building by a small car park, but this acted as a strong boundary between the two, in the eyes of both students and staff, who rarely moved from one to the other. It might involve separate campuses, such as the three campuses at Southleigh University, with one of these most closely associated with FE provision. 

In addition, staff employment contracts distinguished between FE and HE teaching. In Southleigh University there were three types of contract – for FE lecturers, HE lecturers, and for those teaching a combination of the two. At Citygate, the majority of staff was employed to teach on either FE or HE programmes, not both. Staff perceptions of teaching and learning reflected such divisions. In a staff focus group at Citygate College (fieldnotes, 27.1.06), teaching staff said that they expected FE and HE students to be different and to need different types of teacher.  

These examples suggest that on a continuum from separation to convergence of FE and HE provision, there was more evidence of separation than convergence at this point in time. The shaping of relationships between FE and HE in the four institutions enshrined distinctions in various ways, for example, in contracts of employment and the use of space and place. The effect of these practices was to create something of a challenge to the idea that dual sector FE/HE provision would encourage student progression through the possibility of a ‘seamless’ relationship between FE and HE within one institution. 

Whilst, therefore, a theme throughout interviews with students in all four institutions was that they were in a place that was right for them - in Bourdieu’s terms (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p.127) they were like a ‘fish in water’, which does not feel the weight of the water and can take the world about it for granted, this sense of belonging did not automatically create an expectation that HE study was for them, without attempts to overcome the separation of FE and HE within their institutions. Work of this kind depended on the understandings and constructions of progression within learning sites and the next section in the paper considers the making and shaping of student transitions in the different FE learning sites in the FurtherHigher project.
Moving into HE: different learning sites as contexts for higher education transitions

This section of the paper is structured to draw out a number of themes in the data. Each institution is considered in turn, to draw attention to the impact of the institution on expectations and practices in individual sites. At the same time, the practices of individual sites were shaped by the subject of study, the qualification route, and the orientations of subject tutors, and the paper discusses similarities and differences between learning sites. The interviews with students suggested that there was an interconnection between the cultures and practices of the learning sites and the students’ orientations to HE. We found, for example, that a small but significant minority of NVQ 3 students at Citygate College progressed internally to degrees in Culinary Arts, while no students on the BTEC National in Business at East Heath College continued to HE study. This appeared to be in part down to the influence of the learning site. There was, however, evidence in the students’ interviews that progression to HE was also contingent on familial habitus (Crozier et al, 2008; Reay, 1998), as well as the cultural capital of qualifications that students had accrued during their own educational career, which are not examined in this paper. The interaction of students’ dispositions and the cultures of learning sites affected practices concerning transitions in which students and tutors engaged. In particular, we found processes across learning sites in all four institutions which could be defined as processes of ‘warming up’ and ‘cooling out’. There was plenty of evidence that students were ‘warmed up’ for higher education rather than ‘cooled out’ (a term first introduced by Clark in1960 in relation to higher education in the USA – see Clark, 1980), but they were warmed up for forms of higher education deemed suitable for them, based on their perceived dispositions to learning, and their level of achievement. What this meant in practice, in the sites in this study, was that the students who made internal transitions from FE to HE tended to be students who were low achievers, who were less secure about their decision to progress to HE, and/or who were less prepared or able to take on too many risks associated with HE study. It also meant that only three students in our sample applied to pre-1992, research-intensive universities for HE study, and only two of them made successful transitions. 
The observations we make in this paper come with a strong caveat. The fieldwork sample in this study is small, and can only be taken as indicative of themes and concerns that we found in the eleven learning sites, and amongst students who volunteered to participate in the study. At the same time, the issues that we identify are in keeping with the findings of other research into widening participation. We now go on to consider student transitions in the different learning sites included in this study.
Table 1 shows the FE learning sites in the FurtherHigher project, and the most closely related internal progression routes.

Table 1: The further education learning sites included in the FurtherHigher Study and possible progression routes to higher education 

	Institution
	Level 3 learning site 
	Related internal progression route in this subject

	Southleigh University
	BTEC National Diploma Photography and Multimedia
	BA Photography
(or other Art and Design degrees)

	Southleigh University
	BTEC National Diploma 3D Design
	BA 3D Design

(or other Art and Design degrees)

	Citygate College (HE)
	BTEC National Diploma Early Childhood Studies
	FdA and BA Early Childhood Studies
BA Early Childhood Studies (with Practitioner Status)

	Citygate College (HE)
	NVQ 3 Food Preparation and Cooking
	FdA/BA Culinary Arts Management
FdA/BA Hospitality Business Management

	East Heath College
	BTEC National Diploma Sport
	FdSc Sport Science
BUT requires additional science qualification at level 3

	East Heath College
	BTEC National Diploma Business
	FdSc/BSc Business

	Northgreen Federal College
	AVCE Health and Social Care
	FdSc Health and Social Care

	Northgreen Federal College
	Access to HE
	Various Foundation degrees dependent on subject


The often weak relationship between FE and HE in the four institutions described earlier was exemplified in the availability of data on student progression to HE. Data did not appear to be routinely kept by the four institutions. It proved impossible to obtain meaningful figures for progression to HE outside the institution, and it took considerable effort to generate the numbers which appear in Table 2, showing how many students made internal transitions to HE in the year of the FurtherHigher study.
Table 2: Internal student transitions from level 3 courses to HE in 2005/06 within the learning sites and institutions included in the FurtherHigher Study

	Institution
	Qualification route
	Total students on course in Y2
	Total students completing course
	Internal transitions to HE

	Southleigh University
	BTEC National Diploma Photography and Multimedia
	11 
	11 
	4

	Southleigh University
	BTEC National Diploma 3D Design
	18
	17
	4

	Citygate College
	BTEC National Diploma Health and Social Care
	29
	29
	6
Early Childhood Studies 

(3: FdA; 3: BA) 

	Citygate College
	NVQ 3 Food Preparation and Cooking/Baking
	137
	
	28

Culinary Arts Management

(24: FdA; 4: BA) 

	East Heath College
	BTEC National Diploma Sport
	19
	19
	1

	East Heath College
	BTEC National Diploma Business
	12
	12
	0

	Northgreen Federal College
	AVCE Health and Social Care
	99

	90
	Not known

	Northgreen Federal College
	Access to HE
	No data
	No data
	Not known


Although the numbers in this table are incomplete, they point towards some of the differences which we found across institutions. The numbers making internal transitions at Citygate College, reflected concerted efforts by tutors in these sites to encourage progression. In contrast, the lack of internal transitions to HE at East Heath reflected strong boundaries between FE and HE in the college, even before it separated into two institutions. The absence of figures for Northgreen College also reflected the relationship between FE and HE within the institution. As noted earlier, FE and HE were seen as ‘entirely different markets’ by senior management, which suggests that there might be less interest in internal progression data. The following sections now consider the different learning sites in more detail.
BTEC Art and Design courses at Southleigh

The full-time BTEC National programmes in 3D Design and in Photography and Multimedia at Southleigh University were both aimed at students who had an interest in these specialist areas of Art and Design. Students tended to be recent school leavers, who moved to college at the age of 16. The courses offered progression to HE and also to employment, though the websites for the two courses varied in how specifically they named progression opportunities. The Photography course only named internal progression routes to HE, while the 3D course referred more generally to possible degree awards. The Photography course talked of ‘employment within the industry’ while the 3D course identified a number of specific occupations that students might enter. Both programmes were run at the Riverside Campus of the university, and there were HE programmes in both subjects offered at this campus. In addition, Photography was offered at Greenbank campus, so students considering internal progression to HE in this subject could choose to take their degree at one of two different campuses. 

The work of the sites in shaping students’ orientations to HE 

There was some tension in the relationship between the different campuses which appeared to have a bearing on internal progression. The view amongst Riverside staff was that there was not enough communication between the two campuses to enable Riverside staff to recommend Greenbank programmes, and Greenbank staff to recognise the strengths of FE students who had taken a BTEC National rather than academic A levels. Although the curriculum leader for the National Diploma in 3D Design on the Riverside campus explained that: ‘we are trying to build up this seamless pathway from our FE into our BAs’, this appeared to be more straightforward in relation to the BAs run on the same campus, than courses offered at a different campus. 

Moreover, the advice and guidance given to students by subject tutors appeared to involve a recognition of hierarchies of prestige in HE. What was ‘best’ for the ‘best’ students appeared to be progression to a different institution, and to a specialised course rather than a more general degree. For example, students taking the BTEC 3D Design who were interested in particular aspects of design (automotive, furniture, stage and screen for example), were expected to progress to specialist design courses for HE study. 

Comments by the programme leaders of the two subjects suggested steering and encouragement of students towards routes which were perceived as appropriate. The programme leader for Photography felt strongly that subject tutors needed to apply their knowledge of particular courses to the individual student’s abilities and qualities. The programme leader in 3D Design explained that it was important to ensure that students moved to an institution where they would fit in:
Well we take them down to London, in November I think it is, to the UCAS Fair and we encourage them to go and visit and then see the universities and see if they’ll be comfortable there. (PL 3D Design, Southleigh)
It was a matter of both pride and regret to him that higher achieving students tended to move elsewhere:

Obviously we’d like them to stay here because we’ve invested two years work in them and… you know, it’s safe to say that most of the other colleges snap them up because they’ve got good skills, they haven’t got to spend the time on things that they should know already, how to draw and measure and make models and so on. So they get snapped up really quickly, particularly from Bournemouth and Brighton. […] And as I say, some of them have been here two years and … I mean in a lot of cases they just want to make a break at that stage so we can’t… well obviously you can’t insist but we’d like them to stay, especially the most gifted ones, because it’s a bit like playing squash or golf isn’t it, with somebody who’s better than you it sort of lifts your game doesn’t it. (PL 3D Design, Southleigh)
As his comments indicate, there were tensions between wanting students to stay on or move out, and the FE course possibly gained more recognition as a high quality programme if students successfully moved out rather than stayed on.

Students’ accounts of transitions at Southleigh

Students at Southleigh should have been at least partially aware that they were studying at a dual sector institution, since their institution was called a university. However, Southleigh Riverside campus was still often referred to as Riverside College, so students would not necessarily be aware of its status as a university when they started their level 3 course. The websites for both the BTEC programmes suggested that students might move into employment as well as progress to higher education at the end of their course, but in practice, the programme leader in 3D Design expected most students to progress to specialist higher education courses at other universities, whereas the programme leader in photography expected a number of students to move into employment. He also contrasted the Photography students who stayed on at Southleigh with former Art and Design Foundation course students:

when I was teaching on the Foundation course, very few people decided to stay local, that was about rite of passage, going away, living away from home, cooking for yourself and not eating the right things.

It appeared that staff expected students who stayed on to be doing so because they were seeking ‘safe’ options for progression. 
Making ‘safe’ internal transitions
All the students we interviewed at Southleigh made internal transitions to HE, and their explanations for deciding to stay on appeared to reflect staff perceptions of seeking a ‘safe’ transition, though for varying reasons. All three photography students had already completed level 3 qualifications. Two had A levels, and one had a GNVQ Advanced. They all said that they joined the Photography programme with the clear intention of progressing to HE, but they were not engaged in what the programme leader described as a rite of passage to adulthood, and their comments suggested that they wanted to avoid starting again at a new institution. Ben explained: 

I know the format and therefore I’m already working potentially at a faster pace that could enable me to remove distractions of moving into a new environment.

Davinder made similar comments:

it also influenced me when actually staying at this institution rather than going somewhere else, knowing that I know the lecturers here, they know how I work, they know my abilities, rather than having to move somewhere else and try and settle in and do the BA at the same time.

The four students on the 3D Design course also made internal transitions because they were seeking out a familiar environment for HE study, but there were two different reasons for this amongst the students. Two students wanted to stay on in the institution to avoid changes in their personal and social lives, and to avoid debt. Sean explained:

Basically I’ve seen the way people can experience another life at another university which is totally acceptable and it’s their own thing, but my life in Riverside has been fine, I’ve got all my family and friends here, I don’t want to get into debt or anything like that, I live a mile from here, it’s the course I want to do so it’s totally down my door.

Jane wanted to avoid the distractions she felt she would face from the social life at university:
I thought about going to other places but I know what I’m like, I’m too much of a party person. I know if I go into another university and live in halls.  I saw my sister do it as well and I thought… and I saw what my sister’s like at university and I thought “I want to do my work as well as I can” [….] but if I was at university I’d be thinking “are we going out tonight” “yeah of course, go to the SU bar” and then we’ll all be up there instead.

For the other two students, Phil and Sarah, internal transition was a fallback choice. Phil was not intending to progress to HE, but started a job during the summer break, which he did not enjoy and which paid badly. He explained: ‘I just thought it was a bit of a crappy deal really, and so I thought I’d rather go in at a higher level’.
Sarah stayed on at Southleigh, because she had failed to submit a UCAS application for the course that she really wanted to do, and faced the possibility of not progressing to HE at the end of her Design programme:

on my first UCAS lesson I got locked out because I forgot my password so from that point I didn’t really know how to use UCAS and it kind of got left and it got left and it got left […] And then it got to the time where it was like everyone was saying “oh yeah the deadlines are like tomorrow” and I was thinking “I haven’t done anything”. So then I left it and I remember I went home crying saying “oh I’m not going to go to university because I haven’t done anything” and my brother said “don’t worry we’ll sort it out, that’s fine”. 

Her tutors provided a solution by suggesting she stay on at Southleigh:
our final major project came about and it got marked and everything and we were sort of packing away and everyone was asking what we were doing and I said “I’m doing nothing” and [my tutors] approached me and they said “look we think you’ve got a talent and we would really love for you to come back.” 

Continuing at Southleigh for Sarah followed a similar pattern to when she had joined the BTEC programme, with other adults – here her tutors and brother, previously her mother – taking on responsibility for her transitions.

The meaning of a ‘safe’ transition therefore varied amongst the students in these sites. It was not simply about avoiding the financial costs of moving elsewhere to study. It also involved a wish to avoid changes to students’ wider social life, which might create distractions. HE study was defined as only one part of their lives, which they did not wish to encroach on other aspects of their day-to-day life. These transitions were perhaps not exactly ‘good’ transitions, but they were ‘good enough’ in the eyes of both tutors and students. 

For two students, internal transitions were a fallback, a use of internal transitions which occurs again in other sites. This turned out to be a risky rather than safe use of internal transitions. Phil subsequently withdrew from his HE course, and Sarah regretted not being on a fashion course, which is what she had originally wanted. Here internal transitions turned out to be not ‘good enough’, highlighting the difficulty of commitment to something that is not perceived as a ‘good’ transition in the eyes of individual students, and this issue arises again in the context of other sites in the study.

Staying on: BTEC Health and Social Care and NVQs in Culinary Education at Citygate College
Like the BTEC programmes at Southleigh, the full-time BTEC National in Health and Social Care at Citygate catered mainly for younger students (16-19 year olds) who had recently finished compulsory schooling. As a broad vocational qualification, the BTEC was a route into employment or further, vocationally-related study. Kathy, the FE co-ordinator, suggested that HE was not the imagined future of most students when they joined the course.

Students could progress from the BTEC to a degree in Early Childhood Studies at the college, and teaching staff made sure that students were familiar with this possibility during the BTEC course. In addition, the college website listed other progression routes, including employment (as a Health Care Assistant for example) and vocationally-related higher education at other institutions. The latter included Nursing, Radiography, Occupational Therapy and Physiotherapy. Students would need to achieve high grades (merit or distinction) and possibly an A-level to gain access to courses such as these, where there was competition for places, and they would need good prior achievement at GCSE, with at least four grades A*-C. This was not how Kathy, the FE co-ordinator, described the majority of students on the BTEC programme.  She said that students did not tend to be high achievers at secondary school. This would limit the possibilities for progression to HE at other institutions, and to enable progression to nursing, staff at Citygate had established a progression agreement with the local post-1992 university, whereby students would be considered on the basis of their performance on the BTEC programme, regardless of GCSE results. 

The Culinary Education learning site was very different to the above. The NVQ 3 in Food Preparation and Cooking was a recognised qualification for working in the catering industry, intended to prepare students for employment. Students who completed an NVQ 3 in a culinary area were entitled to progress to a degree within the college, though the degree was possibly a less secure route to employment than the NVQ 3. Degrees in culinary arts were new in the hospitality sector, and in the view of one of the lecturers they would take time to be understood by employers, and also within educational settings:
Up until very recent years, culinary education was always professional cookery and very craft orientated. The idea of a management culinary education is really, really quite new […] and it’s going to take a long time before it is accepted and understood both by education itself and by industry. (Peter, lecturer on CAM degree)
The Culinary Arts Management (CAM) degree programmes were a recent innovation, replacing earlier HNDs. The Bachelor degree was introduced in 2002, and the Foundation degree in 2004. At the time of the study, two cohorts had completed the full four year Bachelor degree. These programmes recruited students with A-levels and broad vocational qualifications, but also took between 20 and 30 students each year from the NVQ 3 programme. Vivienne, the Food, Consumer and Retail Programme co-ordinator suggested that ‘it’s now become part of, almost the culture, that there is this opportunity to move on if you feel it’s appropriate.’
According to tutors, decisions to continue to HE were made by students late in the final term of the NVQ 3 programme, since traditionally people would work their way up in the industry, after they had completed their NVQ. In this learning site, applying for HE meant internal progression. HE study elsewhere was largely beyond the horizons of students taking the NVQ, and would in practice only be likely on similar courses at similar institutions.
The work of the sites in shaping students’ orientations to HE 

Despite the considerable differences in the type of qualification they offered, transitions to HE were encouraged in both learning sites. There were close links between staff working in FE and HE in both sites. In Childcare and Education, Kathy, the FE programmes co-ordinator, explained:

we [FE and HE staff] have meetings every week.  Some people teach on FE and HE.  I teach across both.  But yes, we have lots of meetings.  

In Culinary Arts links between staff working in FE and HE were enhanced as a result of using the same specialist facilities. All levels of culinary education were taught in one location in the college, because of the need for specialist kitchen facilities. This meant that tutors and students on FE and HE programmes shared rooms and resources and sometimes worked within very close proximity, so that NVQ students would be aware of students doing culinary education in HE. In addition, most of the 17 staff teaching on the CAM degree programmes had experience of teaching on both FE and HE level programmes, and five of them continued to do so. Three of the staff we interviewed had also trained at Citygate College, then worked in the catering industry, before returning to teach at the college.

In both sites, HE students were used to act as mentors or ambassadors for progression to HE. In Culinary Arts, one of the programme co-ordinators explained: 
we’ve got several HE students involved as mentors, you know, officially as mentors to FE students to encourage them to go on to HE. (Vivienne, Food, Consumer and Retail Programme co-ordinator)
The FE co-ordinator in Childhood and Health described the use of HE students as ‘selling’ HE to FE students:

one of the biggest selling points is getting the students to talk to the students – students that have progressed across to come and talk to the students, because they do it so much better than – you know, they talk about the reality of it. (Kathy, FE programmes co-ordinator)

The two sites also offered support programmes for transition. In Childhood and Health, this work was organised by a member of staff with the role of transition manager. Joanne, who carried out this role, organised a range of activities for FE students to encourage them to consider internal progression to HE, and further support during their first year of HE study. 
In Culinary Arts, there was a one week Academic Bridging Programme during the summer before the start of the degree course for students transferring from vocational courses. The sessions included work on research skills, note taking, time management, referencing, writing reports and preparing and giving presentations. Alongside this one week programme, there was a Practical Bridging Course for students from an academic background. This lasted five weeks and focused on practical culinary skills, and also gave students a practical qualification at the end of the five weeks.
There was a considerable discrepancy between the time allocated to developing practical skills, compared with academic skills. The explanation given by the 1st year co-ordinator suggested that the NVQ 3 students who progressed to HE were not ‘typical’ NVQ students, with low grades in their GCSEs: 
from what I can gather it’s always been attractive to students who have got good GCSE results anyway, and it’s usually the students that have usually - nine times out of ten - that have got reasonable GCSE results that cope with the Culinary Arts course and find the bridging quite straight forward. They’re glad they’ve done it because it refreshes them on how to go about writing assignments, reports, give presentations, research, but they don’t find it particularly taxing [….](Mary, CAM 1st year co-ordinator)

Certainly amongst the four students we interviewed who progressed from the NVQ 3 at the college to the CAM degree, there was evidence of good academic grade profiles. One student had completed A levels, another had achieved two AS levels, one had nine GCSEs at grades B or C, and only the fourth had achieved no more than one grade C at GCSE.
Mary the co-ordinator’s comment also hinted that only certain students were encouraged to progress to HE. In both this site and in the BTEC Health and Social Care site, tutors geared their advice and encouragement to their perceptions of individual students. In Culinary Arts, they weighed up whether students should continue to HE, or be encouraged to move into the labour market. Mary, the CAM 1st year co-ordinator explained:
If they struggle on the academic bridging then we talk to them before they enrol on the course fully and say now “do you really think this is for you”. (Mary, CAM 1st year co-ordinator)

In the BTEC Health and Social Care site, the shaping of advice and encouragement concerned not just whether to progress to HE or not, but what sort of HE. Where students aspired to go to university, they were supported and encouraged to apply to universities that tutors thought were within their reach. Farida, who went on to a Social Work degree was given confidence by her tutor that she could achieve the grades to gain a place at the local research-intensive university:
She’s always believed in me. She understood my circumstances and everything and she’d always say “oh you’re a clever girl and you should aim high, you should carry on doing it”. And if I did something wrong, she would always tell me.  She would always tell me what was right and wrong in the course which I found really quite helpful because she would always support me. When I’d get passes, she always said “you know you can aim higher, you can go for the Merit, go for the Distinctions”, which I did and she – I mean, she’s become a friend, a good friend to me. (Farida, H&SC student)
Whilst a student such as Farida was pushed to achieve as highly as possible, Kathy, the FE co-ordinator, described rather differently the advice given to students with lower levels of achievement, who were those more likely to stay on within the college for HE. Here the emphasis was on making students feel that HE could be a safe and comfortable environment. Kathy explained:

I think we do have a lot of students who come across [to HE] who probably wouldn’t go elsewhere.  I think once they’re here they sort of feel quite comfortable with that and then stay on, but I think they tend to be students who traditionally wouldn’t have gone as a lot of them are first generation University students.  (Kathy, FE co-ordinator)
Tutors’ practice operated therefore as a form of sorting students for employment, and for different types of HE. Students were warmed up for a form of higher education deemed suitable for their level of achievement on the BTEC. This was particularly apparent in the use of foundation degrees at the college, which ran in parallel to bachelor degrees, but with a lower entry tariff, and which were used as a stream for lower achieving students.

Students’ accounts of transitions at Citygate

None of the students we interviewed saw Citygate as a dual sector FE/HE institution when they joined the college. It was not until they were making decisions about the next step after their level 3 course that they became properly aware of the HE courses that were available in the college. For students in both sites, transition to employment was traditionally the typical route on completion of the course, except where students in Health and Social Care had a particular career goal which required higher education study. The work on HE transitions by staff in the two learning sites therefore raised awareness of the possibility of HE for some students who might not otherwise have considered higher education, and more significantly, gave them a sense that they would not be out of place in higher education, as the following comment by one of the Health and Social Care students indicates:
I think it does give you a bit more encouragement to actually go on to HE, because I think you’ve got Degrees happening here as well. It’s just like your BTEC, I think you feel more at ease because you kind of know what to expect, you know it’s happening here while you’re here doing the BTEC.  I think that makes it easier for some people to want to stay because they think it’s probably on the same level, in the same classrooms, they’re not going to go into anything scary. (Louise, BTEC Health and Social Care, Citygate College)
Making safe transitions

There were different reasons given for making internal transitions in the two learning sites. In Health and Social Care, the three students who chose to stay on talked of the college in terms of providing a safe, familiar, and secure environment. Jill, one of these students, said:
I know my way round, I know everything and I know all the – like the different tutors that are going to be on the course as well, so I feel I’ve got a bit of a head start really. (Jill, H&SC student Citygate)
Nicola explained that studying locally allowed her to avoid the additional costs of accommodation away from home, and staying internal avoided moving into the unknown. She said that she considered three institutions, but chose to stay on at Citygate for a combination of these reasons:

I picked those three because they were local. I don’t want to move out of the area because I don’t want to be living in student accommodation, it’s too much money and it’s too much hassle as well. But this one [Citygate], basically I knew where it was, it’s not too far, it’s just bang on, it’s about five minutes away from my bus stop, I know some of the lecturers that are on this course because they’ve taught me on the course I’ve just done so I’m going to be a lot more comfortable. And it’s just, I’m happy with the atmosphere here. (Nicola, H&SC student, Citygate College)

However, an apparently safe, internal transition did not always mean a successful transition to HE. Nicola failed to achieve the grades to continue to a Bachelor degree and was accepted on to the Foundation degree programme instead. Although she described this as getting a second chance, by the middle of her first year of HE study, she had stopped attending. Eventually she withdrew, and said:
It’s like a big weight has literally been lifted off my shoulders and I couldn’t understand why I was always down and I think it was because I was doing something truthfully that I didn’t want to do. (Nicola, H&SC student, Citygate College)

Although Nicola did not suggest she was in any way persuaded to stay on in HE, her experience was an indication that opening up more opportunities to continue to HE does not automatically turn HE into a ‘good’ transition. 
Trying out a dream future

While the Health and Social Care students who made internal transitions appeared to be avoiding risks, students in Culinary Arts could be described as taking a risk, even when making an internal transition, in deciding to take a degree which was not of clearly recognisable value in the food industry. For all four students, this risk was worth taking in view of what staying on at Citygate appeared to mean for them. Like James below, they all dreamt of becoming a chef with their own business:

Well I want, like everyone else, I want my own little place like but I just want to work up to somewhere, nice place, head chef or manager, something like that. And then years down the line a little place somewhere. (James, Culinary Education, Citygate)

At the same time, there was a recognition that this was a long-term if not impossible dream, as Matt’s comment makes clear:

You can’t go straight from here and go and run a restaurant, you can’t do it, you need experience. I’d like to own my own restaurant and I know a lot of others do eventually, but you won’t be doing that for a good 15 years. You need the experience in the industry before you start owning your own place. (Matt, Culinary Education, Citygate)
The CAM degree, with its year-long placement in industry arranged through the college, allowed them to live their dream future, at least while they were studying at Citygate. The reputation of the institution helped to support their dream. Paul and Matt explained that they saw Citygate as the best place to learn their subject:

I thought the College has probably the best reputation in the country - well it does have the best reputation. (Paul, Culinary Education NVQ 3, Citygate College)
They say it’s the best one in the country isn’t it I think. You’ve got to have the best haven’t you? (Matt, Culinary Education NVQ 3, Citygate College)

The students’ belief in the reputational advantage of Citygate was not unfounded. The college was well known in the food and hospitality industry, and this connectedness to employers gave students an advantage in the job market, as Phil, a country wide manager for a large national hospitality company, explained:

When I’m given a CV with somebody who has a degree or a diploma or a qualification from Citygate College they would come up the list because I know that they would be disciplined, they would be well-mannered in the main, they would be ambitious, they would want to carve a career out above other colleges and universities and we have had a very, very good track record of people who have come out of Citygate College. There is something about their tenacity. (Phil, manager in hospitality industry)
More visible, and probably more attractive to the students, were the close connections the college had with a number of high profile chefs. One corridor displayed a gallery of photographs of nationally and internationally recognised chefs who had visited the college, and Gordon Ramsey’s College Scholar Award competition was held at the college on two occasions in recent years, with Citygate students amongst the top prize winners. These connections acted as a strong incentive to students to continue to HE and strengthened their dream of becoming a celebrity chef.

Moving away

Three students interviewed in Health and Social Care made external transitions to HE. Their reasons for moving away offered a different reaction to issues of reputational advantage and familiarity with the institution. For two of the students, familiarity with the institution was the reason for moving away for HE study. Louise described why other students wanted to stay on at Citygate:
I think a lot of the ones that are staying here, like want to stay with the same teachers.  I think they’re settled in the atmosphere kind of thing and they don’t want to break away from what they’re used to.  I think that’s why a lot of the people are staying here, because they don’t want to – I think they don’t want to change kind of thing, I think they just want to stay somewhere they’re used to being. (Louise, BTEC Health and Social Care, Citygate College)
Whereas she wanted a break from this familiarity:
I just felt I wanted to go somewhere else kind of thing.  I don’t think I could see myself staying here for another like three or four years.

Nevertheless, whilst Julia moved to a different city and a large post-1992 university, Louise was not willing to move too far away from a known and safe environment. Although she wanted somewhere different, she chose a similar institution to Citygate College, in the same city:
it’s not much of a change from here – well it is and it isn’t, but it’s only a small college, like the lecture theatres won’t be – on some degrees you’ve got like 100 students in one huge theatre -  they’re taught in quite small spaces, like 40 students, so I think that’s attracted to me there as well. (Louise, BTEC Health and Social Care, Citygate College)
The third student, Farida, was one of three students in the study who moved to a Russell Group, research-intensive university for HE study. She wanted to take a degree in Social Work, which was not offered at the college. However, of over-riding importance to Farida, was choosing a ‘good’ university. She explained:

I wanted a Uni not something that was small and sort of college like.

She explained her reasons for applying to the local Russell Group university:

It’s got a good reputation, and I think doing social work there is going to benefit me greater than doing social work anywhere else, because I like the way they do work on theory and understanding people there. (Farida, H&S Care, Citygate)
Moving to an old university with a strong reputation was really important for Farida to prove to herself that she was a successful student: 

it makes you feel happy within yourself knowing that you’ve come to a University that’s so established and you know, I’m proud of myself that I’ve got into something that I really like. (Farida, H&S Care, Citygate)
The BTEC course was Farida’s third attempt at level 3 qualifications, and support from her tutor at Citygate had been an important element leading to her success this time round:
[my tutor] has always really supported me, yes she’s always been there. I’ve always told her about my personal things and I’ve got this commitment and she’s always been understanding and she’s always given me that support, which is nice. (Farida, Health and Social Care student, Citygate)
Applying to a research-intensive university was not, however, pushing the boundaries of Farida’s horizons for action. She had achieved 11 A*-C grades in her GCSEs and she was expected to go to university. Her father had studied accountancy at the same university that she applied to. Her older brother had studied medicine, and her younger brother was at university. Her first two attempts at post-16 study had been disrupted by family circumstances, when her mother was diagnosed with a long-term serious medical condition. Part of the reason that she was successful on the BTEC course, achieving three distinctions, was that home life had settled down. Gaining her university place represented putting her life back on track, rather than pushing the boundaries of the possible.

Students’ accounts, and the practices surrounding their transitions at Citygate, suggested a clear role for internal transitions as a route for certain sorts of students. While students who aimed to move out of the institution, whether to employment or to other higher education institutions, were also encouraged and supported, the advice given to students appeared to depend on tutors’ perceptions of students’ capabilities. The students who continued to the CAM degree suggested that new forms of vocational HE do not automatically match employers’ needs, and that they possibly gained as much from the connections of the institution with industry, as they did from the degree qualifications for which they were studying.
Separation not seamlessness: BTEC Nationals in Business and Sport at East Heath College
The full-time BTEC National programmes in Business and Sport at East Heath College both recruited the majority of their students from school at 16. The Business course appeared to be oriented towards transition into employment more than higher education. The website identified employment as the first destination, followed by a general reference to HE, which spoke of progression to University, and did not mention the possibility of progression within East Heath College. The website for the National Diploma in Sport also spoke more of the employment opportunities than progression to HE, though there were more specific references to HND, foundation degree and Honours degrees, and a suggestion that transition within the college might be possible. However, a major problem with transition to HE within East Heath College was the fact that the BTEC National Diploma in Sport did not match the college’s Foundation Degree in Sport Science, despite the similarity of course title, and progression would only be possible if FE students took an additional science qualification at level 3. 

The work of the sites in shaping students’ orientations to HE 

In the year of the FurtherHigher study, all the students taking the BTEC National in Business progressed to employment. The course leader for Business had previously worked for a private training company where she was responsible for monitoring students in the workplace, and this may have helped shape her view that progression for students finishing their National Diploma did not necessarily mean going on to higher education:

their progression would be sort of going on to work or higher education, whatever expectations they perhaps had in the first place. (Janet, Course Leader Business, East Heath College)

This may also have influenced the decision to offer an additional qualification, the Association of Accounting Technicians (AAT) Foundation level in the year of the FurtherHigher Project. Janet, the course leader, explained:

we had a lot of students asking, sort of doing tutorial sessions for AAT or Accounts courses and as a group we decided to put on an AAT as an additional course for them. (Course leader ND Business East Heath)

This additional AAT course was very influential in shaping the progression routes and imagined futures of the students interviewed. None of the students in the group continued to HE, all preferring to enter employment with the intention of completing higher level AAT qualifications whilst working.

Students in the Sport learning site were also encouraged to consider employment as well as higher education. They undertook 30 days of work experience over the two years of the course. This was intended to give them the chance to try different types of employment in sports-related occupations, including teaching, coaching and sports development. Laura explained:

So they go to a whole range of different organisations.  Some have gone to teaching organisations and thought ‘I don’t want to do that, it’s too routine, oh you have to do all this admin” others have thought “yeah, that really is what I want to do”.  People have tried different thing, like someone tried sports development and thought “this is brilliant, this is what I’m going to go and do”. (Laura, course leader, Sport, East Heath College)

Tutors started students thinking about their future destinations right at the start of the BTEC programme:

As soon as they start back in September … well if anyone’s thinking about university … I’ve actually just had some tutorials with first years and I’ve been asking them what they think they want to do when they finish and some of them have talked about university, so I would actually try and get them looking now, perhaps doing their visits this year so that they’re ready next September to fill in the UCAS form and it’s done. (Laura, course leader, Sport, East Heath College)
Although Laura said that her team did not aim to push students towards university, there was still a sense that fulfilling their potential meant progression to HE:
I’m not sure I have been disappointed. I think it’s quite a demanding course, so if the students make it to the end and they’ve got out of it what they wanted to achieve…. I would say it’s frustrating sometimes that you know a student has perhaps got greater potential than they’ve wanted to give.

In terms of internal progression, the impact of separation of FE and HE provision was very apparent in both the Sport and the Business learning sites. The course leader for the National Diploma Sport programme believed that ‘the Sports Science that they [the HE department at East Heath] offer at the moment is not what many of the students are looking for’, because, she said: 

They [students] need a good science background and a lot of them aren’t necessarily strong on that side of things, which is why we went to a general sort of Sports Development/Fitness [National Diploma].  

As a result, Laura said: ‘it’s not something that we particularly push’. She believed there was not an expectation in the college that students should progress to HE within the college, and the Sports Science programme at East Heath was not strongly marketed to students, although she did make students aware of the HE programme: 
“I don’t think anyone says ‘you must get people to go and do this’ [enter HE at Suffolk College].  We have the little bits of the flyers that come over, we’ve had someone from HE introduce themselves and we’ve invited the Sports Science person over and they call come and talk to the second years.  

In the Business site, the FE course leader admitted:
I don’t know much about HE here so I don’t think the students would really know much more. (Janet, FE Course Leader Business Studies, East Heath College)

She said that communication between those responsible for FE and HE was not very good, with neither side taking a lead:

Well, we don’t have a lot to do with HE staff.  I mean I’ve just got an email today saying that there is an Open Day on the 30th September and how is it best to get to the students, you know, how can we inform students?  And someone has suggested that perhaps course leaders could be told about the event.  I mean you would think that they would come in. I suppose we could be pro-active and ask them to come in as well – I hadn’t thought about it.  I mean there’s quite a captive audience there. (FE Course Leader Business Studies, East Heath College)

In both sites, staff also questioned whether higher education was the best progression route for all students. The course leader for the ND Sport explained:

I don’t think we have an expectation that a certain percentage will go to HE.  I think whatever they’re interested in then we will try and support them with that. (Laura, course leader ND Sport, East Heath College)

She believed that the tutor’s role was to help and support students in making their own decision. 
On the ND Business there was open discussion with students about whether HE was the best route:

I mean we were having a discussion today in tutorial, which was the best route to go.  And it’s not always necessary to go to university to get the higher paid jobs.  It depends very much on the students and whether they could cope with university life. (Course leader ND Business East Heath)

Students’ accounts of transitions at East Heath
The idea that East Heath College was an HE as well as an FE institution was not how the students perceived the college. The college was a form of sixth form college in their eyes. While the students in the Sports site were made aware of the degree programme available in Sport, their main focus for HE study was beyond the institution. In the Business site, students appeared to be unaware of what HE Business courses were available. When asked, Ben said:
I think the one I’ve just done is the highest business one they do, I’m not sure.

and Ryan said:

I think the one we’re doing is one of the top ones, there are only a few above it … but they didn’t really talk to us much about that.

Depending on tutors’ advice

The goal of all four students interviewed taking the BTEC National in Business was to move into employment. They all hoped to work in accountancy, and believed that the best route to achieve this was to train whilst in employment. The advice and guidance of subject tutors on the BTEC and the AAT programmes appeared to have been very influential in their decisions. As Ryan explained, he asked his AAT teacher: ‘“What can I do next?” and he just said the best way is to do the Intermediate [AAT course]’. Harry had received similar advice from ‘a few people’:
Well, I want to go all the way in accountancy.  I want to become a Chartered [accountant].  I’ve sort of spoken to a few people and they’ve said that you have to go into like an organisation like a proper…’cos the Council, that’s just like a financial team that’s not exactly a fully qualified accountancy…if you got to like…is it, not AXA…I can’t remember what it’s called, the big accountancy firm in town, …if you go somewhere like that then train you up to be Chartered.  That’s literally just training you to do it. (Harry, BTEC Business, East Heath)
Ryan did not rule out HE in the future, but not as an immediate destination after his BTEC National:
A couple of years I’m going to do the Intermediate and if I do well on that I will do the Technician which is the highest AAT I can get before I go for a degree. (Ryan, BTEC Business, East Heath)
Their experience of taking the foundation AAT course, and the advice of their tutors, had prompted the students to consider a work-based approach to continuing their studies, with an expectation and a hope that they would progress to professional higher education in the form of Chartered Institute of Management Accounting (CIMA) courses, Association of Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA) courses, or other similar studies. Not only did this appear to be the best route, but it avoided the debt they associated with HE study. Amy explained this clearly:
I considered like university, but then I thought … to get what I want I can do it through work and still get the same qualifications, get some experience in the workplace, and still get money. If you go to university you don’t get none of the experience, as much, and you end up with loads of debt!  And still wind up with the same thing. (Amy, BTEC Business, East Heath College)
The financial implications of studying at university were clearly important in her decision-making process but they were not the only concern.  Not only did she view the work-based route, through AAT and other professional qualifications, as viable, she saw it as preferable because it offered her the chance to get work experience at the same time as qualifications.

Harry expressed a similar view. He had obtained a position at the County Council as an apprentice, meaning that he would continue with his studies through block release whilst being paid to work for the rest of the time. He had found his apprenticeship through work experience:
on work experience I went to the Council and they liked what I was like and they offered me a job there and I just took that. I haven’t even looked for any other jobs to be honest.
Continuing with full-time education, in Harry’s words, was a fallback position if he had not found employment:
If I hadn’t got that job I reckon I would have stayed at college or I might have even gone to university. (Harry, Business student, East Heath College)
The importance of tutors’ advice, which played a significant role in the Business learning site, was equally important for students in the Sport site. A lack of family experience in higher education – no students had parents who had experience of higher education, although two students had siblings that had entered HE - led students to depend on tutors’ advice. 
The students appeared to value the sense they had that tutors worked together with them on decision-making, rather than telling them what to do. George, for example, said:
Well the tutors were really good because they like didn’t pressure you into like saying, “oh you must go on for further education [sic]”, or “you must work” they gave you a choice. (George, Sport student, East Heath College)
Jessica sought the advice of her tutor and was keen to get reassurance about her ability to study at a higher level:

I asked for advice because sometimes you had to go for recommendations and say I’m going to go for this, is it possible?  She said “Yes, it’s suitable you are able to cope with it.” And if you get that it’s a big boost to realise that you have coped so well so far, that doing this course will be actually good for you. (Jessica, Sport student, East Heath College)
Luke also found his personal tutor helpful: 

She helped me sort of make decisions and told me where to look at different aspects and stuff like that. She’s given me documents on personal statements and sort of information on some universities, how to look and what to do on your UCAS application.  She has also told me where to look and help me look on some of the sites to find out what courses, and then once I’ve found them she’s gone through and said “Yes, that’s the sort of thing you are looking for, that isn’t, that is.” (Luke, Sport student, East Heath College)
Their university choices were partly dictated by the type of course that they could move on to from the BTEC National, which would mainly be sport-related HE courses at post-1992 universities. This suited Max, who wanted to move away, but did not want to go somewhere that he would be out of his depth. He described this as looking for somewhere smaller, where he would be part of a community:
I picked Harpur Adams because it’s quite a small University, so not whereas like if you’re at Manchester, or one of the big universities, you are just, to me, you’re just a number, because there are 10-12,000 students there and you’re not going to be known face to face.  Whereas at the smaller universities everyone’s going to know your name and it’s going to be quite a close community which I like. (Max, Sport student, East Heath College)
Jessica was the only one of the interviewed students who expressed a ‘traditional reason’ for young people moving away to study at university, that she “wanted more independence”.  She also talked about the academic quality of the course that she wanted to go on and how the department at East Heath College was not quite as good as the one at Northumbria, where she had applied for university.

In both the Business and Sport sites, tutors played a crucial role in both shaping the possibilities that were available after the two BTEC courses, and also in the advice and guidance that they provided. Students clearly relied heavily on their tutors’ advice. They appeared to trust their tutors, and this was partly because of what they described as being helped rather than told what to do. 
Partnerships for progression: the AVCE in Health and Social Care and Access to HE courses at Northgreen Federal College

The AVCE in Health and Social Care at Northgreen College attracted similar students to the BTEC National in Health and Social Care at Citygate. Students were mainly young, recent school leavers. They were expected to seek careers in nursing, teaching young children or social work, and to move on to a number of different more occupationally-specific HE courses, although it was not assumed that all students would progress to HE, but that students might also move into employment.

In relation to progression to HE, there appeared to be a strong expectation that most students would not choose continue at Northgreen, which offered only a Foundation degree in Health and Social Care, but would move to the local post-1992 university, and would move there in preference to other HEIs. Although the institution had official agreements with this university, links between the Health and Social Care course and the university were informal. There were no progression agreements, or preferred progression routes, but there was regular communication between Northgreen College tutors and staff at the university.

In contrast, the Access to HE programmes at the college, which were designed to enable mature students (defined by HEFCE as over 21 at the time of entry to HE) to enter higher education, were very specifically oriented to HE. The Access site was therefore in marked contrast to all the other sites in this study. HE progression for Access students was understood as transition out of the institution to a university Bachelor degree, not internal transition to Foundation degree programmes.

The work of the sites in shaping students’ orientations to HE 

The AVCE course tutor, Ken, described the college as very successful in getting students who completed the AVCE to university. He believed that students expected to go on to higher education when they started their AVCE. As another tutor, Ann, explained, teaching staff assumed in the first instance that students would progress to HE, but were ready to steer students considered unlikely to succeed in HE towards alternative destinations:
Int: So when your students come into the first year of the Advanced you are already thinking about those students in terms of progression to degrees?

Ann: Absolutely. We assume that they’re capable and if they’re not, if we think that they would seriously struggle, then we do try to either look at maybe an apprenticeship. (Ann, AVCE tutor, Northgreen)
Maria, another course tutor, made similar comments about the guidance provided to students: 

it’s encouraging those people that have decided what they want to do and making sure that they’ve actually looked at all the possible choices available and then spending time guiding the ones that aren’t sure what they want to do, which can take quite a lot of time. That’s all in the role of personal tutor. (Maria, AVCE tutor, Northgreen)
Robin and Sarah, two students who were taking an A level alongside their AVCE in Health and Social Care, confirmed what their tutors said. They felt that tutors in the AVCE site spent time working with students to decide whether they wanted to continue to higher education, in contrast to their experience on their A-level programme. Here, all students were expected to progress to HE, and there was no encouragement for students who might choose otherwise.

The work of both AVCE and Access sites in relation to HE progression was oriented firstly to the college’s partner university. The Access programmes had long-standing agreements with the partner university, which had been developed before the current, official partnership arrangements between the two institutions had been established. Possible progression to other institutions tended to focus on HEIs that were similar to the partner university. AVCE tutors explained that they arranged visits to other universities, but these were carefully chosen as institutions considered likely to take their students. The strong focus on what was available at the local post-1992 partner university was perceived by students as a push to apply to this particular institution. Hannah, one of the students said:

If you were going to go to any University, they expected you to go to [the partner university] I think. (Hannah, AVCE student, Northgreen)
Another student, Robin, made a similar comment:

If you were interested in other universities you had to find that out for yourselves. (Robin, AVCE student, Northgreen)

Students’ accounts of transition at Northgreen College
Students did not perceive the college as a ‘dual sector’ institution and internal progression was not an option considered by either staff or students in either of the sites in this study. Students on the Access programme were focused on progression to university, and it was only Tina, who failed to gain a place at the local partnership university, who then considered taking a foundation degree at Northgreen College. When Beth, one of the Access students, was asked about staying on at Northgreen, she said ‘it never even occurred to me actually to come here’.
Making safe transitions
The students we interviewed on the AVCE programme did not show great dedication in applying to university. Hannah explained that she had not visited any but her local university: 
They had Open Days and stuff but I just couldn’t make them so I didn’t go. (Hannah, AVCE student, Northgreen)

Her choice of universities was to do with being local, and she had not investigated the nature of the course offered:
Hannah: they’re all around [city] and it was - I kind of wanted to stay near home.

Int: Was there anything about the particular course?
Hannah: I don’t know.  I haven’t really looked into it.
Ria, another student on this programme said:

I applied for Leeds, Manchester and Huddersfield and they called me out for interviews but I just didn’t have time, you know, to fit time out and go because I didn’t know my way around so I didn’t go so I just like left it. (Ria, AVCE student, Northgreen)
It turned out that Ria did not have enough points to get a place on a teaching degree, and studying Early Childhood Studies at the college’s partner university was her fallback. She still hoped to do a PGCE when she completed her degree. This may have contributed to her unwillingness to travel or to leave home. She chose the partner university:
Because it’s near to home and I didn’t want to go out, you know, to move away and then I don’t want to be travelling as well so I thought [partner university] would be alright. (Ria, AVCE student, Northgreen)

Whilst these students appeared to be only semi-committed to HE study, students on the Access programme, six of whom also moved to the partnership university, took took the process of applying to university very seriously, with considerable commitment of time and effort.  A number of them made direct contact with higher education institutions before submitting applications. Lorraine, for example, explained:
I found the course and I contacted the University saying how do I get on this course?  They told me I needed so many A Levels or I can go on this Science Access and then I just contacted college and said I need to be on this course and I got on it because someone dropped out, so it was quite lucky. (Lorraine, Access student, Northgreen College)
Choosing otherwise

Three students at Northgreen College made HE choices outside the normal pattern of expected transitions. Their experience highlighted the risks and the unpredictability of attempting to move beyond familiar and well-trodden transition routes. Robin, who was taking the AVCE in Health and Social Care, wanted to go into nursing, and only found out through friends at college that there were two systems for applying for nursing courses
. Applications for diploma courses went through the Nursing and Midwifery Admissions Service (NMAS), while applications for degree programmes went through UCAS. She decided to apply for both, but her experience revealed a clear expectation amongst tutors that students would only apply for nursing through NMAS and that they would therefore apply for diploma, not degree study:

I didn’t actually know you could do that, I mean I had to kind of work it out for myself. I mean I spoke to my tutor a couple of times but I found that she knew about as much as I did and it seemed that every time I needed some help I was just sent away and I had to come to the Careers Office and things like that instead of talking to my tutor, which I was quite disappointed with because I thought that was what she was there for really, my personal tutor. So basically I had to figure it out for myself and I heard from other people that you could actually apply for two. (Robin, AVCE student, Northgreen)

She explained that she was unusual compared to other students on her course:

a lot of people didn’t apply to UCAS as well, (1) because they didn’t think they were going to achieve the grades to go on the degree course anyway and (2) because they didn’t know how to do it. (Robin, AVCE student, Northgreen)

She turned to friends to help her complete her UCAS application, and eventually succeeded in getting on to a degree course in nursing, but she had to ‘push and push to get someone to help me on to UCAS [web site] to try and do my application on there’.

Two students on Access programmes at Northgreen College applied to the local research-intensive university to study traditional academic subjects, Barry to study physics, and Darren to study modern languages. Their encounters with the university were very different. Darren received help and support from the admissions officer in his chosen subject: 

the Admissions Officer from the Slavonic Studies Department that I’m in that was quite helpful, I went to see them before I actually got on the Access course and just sort of asked him what… you know, “this is what I’m thinking of doing, what do I need to do, what do you need from me” sort of thing. He was pretty good about saying what I needed to do and what the actual course entailed and things like that. So it was a good sort of introduction to it.

Barry’s experience was in complete contrast. He gained the strong impression that non-traditional students were not expected to ‘fit’ in to the department to which he was applying. He described his impression of the meeting he had at the university to discuss his application:

I get the feeling that […] he’d seen the words ‘Access Course’ and he’d been horrified by them - this is the feeling that I get, I’m not saying that this is exactly what happened, but he thought ‘Oh you know, how are we going to cope with him?’, although it is the University policy to accept mature students and Access students.  I don’t think he really wanted to put me off, but I think it was a problem that had landed on his desk and he didn’t know what to do with it. (Barry, Access student, Northgreen College) 
While Darren’s studies appeared to progress well during his first year at university, Barry withdrew from his Physics degree, and transferred to a BSc Science degree with Qualified Teacher Status at the local post-1992 university. 
The experiences of these three students were a sharp reminder that the reality of opening up access to HE looks different when students attempt to push the boundaries of what is deemed appropriate.
Discussion and conclusions
Student transitions across the different learning sites in the FurtherHigher Project provide insights into the social practices surrounding transitions on a number of different level 3 pathways in further education. Although the four ‘dual sector’ institutions in the study were very different, there were also similarities in their practices, which become apparent through comparison across the institutions. This discussion and the conclusions drawn from the study focus on four underlying questions that guided the fieldwork:

Firstly, what does this study say about the further-higher relationship?

Secondly, does studying in a ‘dual sector institution’ make a difference to students’ orientations to HE and disposition to HE study? 

Thirdly, what counts as a ‘good’ transition?

Finally, what are the implications of this study for widening participation in higher education?

What does this study say about the further-higher relationship? 
In the FurtherHigher Project we anticipated that ‘dual sector’ institutions might seek to bring further and higher education closer together. Indeed, we were interested in the idea that they might show some evidence of seamlessness in the provision of further and higher education. However, the policy context in which HE in dual sector institutions takes place does not offer a strong incentive to develop seamless provision. Structural separation of FE and HE into separate sectors in national policy manifests itself in funding arrangements, different audit and inspection regimes, conditions of service, and qualification systems. Where institutions work across these two sectors, this study found a tendency to maintain divisions rather than break down boundaries. Divisions between FE and HE at national policy level became reinforced in institutions in organisational arrangements for FE and HE provision. This meant that boundaries between FE and HE continued to exist, though boundaries were not necessarily barriers.
Earlier in the paper we raised the question of what kinds of transitions become possible through participation in a dual sector setting, and what kinds of transitions become difficult or even impossible? Reay et al’s (2005) description of schools where progression to university is the clear expectation for all students, shows how central the work of the institution is to the HE application process, and that this is ingrained in taken-for-granted, well-rehearsed practices around making applications, knowing how to work the national application system (the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS)), and exploiting all possible connections to enhance the chances of success.  The picture which emerges from learning sites in the dual sector institutions in this study is more complex. On the one hand, HE is perceived as a legitimate destination for vocational students. On the other, HE is not the only expected progression route, and tutors in sites spent considerable time with students deciding whether to apply to HE, not simply where to apply to HE.

The qualification routes included in this study varied in how they articulated with higher education progression. At one end of the spectrum was the occupational NVQ at Citygate College, which was in a specific occupational area, and geared more to transition to the labour market than to HE. The BTEC National qualifications and the AVCE represented the middle ground, offering ‘applied’ study, which was vocationally-related rather than occupationally-specific. Although there was an internal progression route available from each FE learning site in the study, on the one hand, students might seek more diverse opportunities than were on offer in their institution, and on the other, instances such as the BTEC National in Sport were a reminder that level 3 vocational qualifications do not necessarily provide students with the knowledge and skills deemed necessary for progression to HE within what appears to be the same broad subject area. At the opposite end of the spectrum to the NVQ in the FurtherHigher project were the Access courses at Northgreen Federal College, which were tightly focused on access to HE. The experience in different learning sites draws attention to the ways in which the standing of these different qualifications as progression routes to HE affected the practices in the learning sites.
The HE progression routes envisaged in all sites was ‘vocational’ HE. There were two students who fell outside of this expectation, both of whom were on Access to HE courses at Northgreen College. One applied to study modern languages and the other initially made a transition to study physics, but shortly after starting his degree, transferred to another course, which led to a degree in science with qualified teacher status. Only three students applied to research-intensive, rather than ‘new’ post-1992 universities. One of these students moved to a vocational degree in Social Work at her local Russell Group university. She and Darren, who started a modern languages degree, both made successful transitions. Both of these students had additional resources to call on in what amounted to ‘choosing otherwise’ in this study – Darren had friends who spoke the languages he had applied to study, and Farida’s father and brothers had all been university-educated. The experience of students who chose otherwise indicated that there were expectations and assumptions in both the sites in this study, and in at least one of the university departments that students were applying to, that FE, vocational students should expect to make certain transitions only.
Does studying in a dual sector institution make a difference to students’ orientations to HE and disposition to HE study? 

The interviews with students suggested that there was an interconnection between the cultures and practices of the learning sites and the students’ orientations to HE. There was, however, evidence in the students’ interviews that progression to HE was also contingent on familial habitus (Crozier et al, 2008; Reay, 1998), as well as the cultural capital of qualifications that students had accrued during their own educational career, which are not examined in this paper, but which are worthy of further exploration. The interaction of students’ dispositions and the cultures of learning sites affected practices concerning transitions in which students and tutors engaged. 

Depending on tutors’ advice

There was considerable evidence in sites across the study that students depended on tutors’ advice, and their encouragement and support in having the confidence to apply for HE. Students expressed in various ways the importance of tutors treating them as though they were worth bothering with. This included not giving students the impression that only certain routes counted as ‘good’ transitions, and not putting students under pressure to follow a certain route.
Negotiating acceptable levels of risk

Like students in other studies of widening participation, there were examples of students in the FurtherHigher study who wanted to avoid the risks associated with higher education. These included financial costs, moving away from home, changes to their personal and social lives, and taking on the challenge of unknown and unfamiliar territory. The ‘risks’ they were prepared to take, and the changes that they felt able to make in progressing to higher education, suggested different underlying reasons for individual students’ engagement with these ‘risk’ factors. 
A key concern for students in relation to financial costs was the debt that could accrue as a result of undertaking HE study. With recent suggestions that the returns to HE are reducing (Brown, Lauder and Ashton, 2007), and that they vary according to type of higher education (Keep, 2004), their concerns were quite real. It was likely that the vocational forms of HE that most of the students were moving into would not give the returns that are found in policy discourses surrounding the need for higher level study. 
Although students associated moving away from home with financial risk, there were further reasons for not wishing to move away. While various research shows that working-class students are deeply attached to their localities and reluctant to move outside them (Christie et al, 2005; Holdsworth and Patiniotis, 2004; Quinn et al, 2005; Watts and Bridges, 2004), for some students, who had family who depended on them, moving away from home was not a realistic option. Others did not want to leave the security of the parental home in order to undertake HE study elsewhere. 
Numerous students that we interviewed for this study said that they did not want to make changes to their personal and social lives. Unlike the perception of the traditional role of moving to HE at 18, which acts as a rite of passage to adulthood and leaving the parental home, students we spoke to did not seek a rite of passage. They wanted to maintain their existing personal and social lives, and HE was perceived as one part of a wider life, not the focus for their whole life. 
They were not all therefore simply trying to avoid the challenge of unknown and unfamiliar territory. However, for some students this was an important concern. In particular, we found a pattern across the sites in this study of internal transitions being used in this way. They were perceived as providing a safe transition, which would allow students to remain on familiar ground, and within their comfort zones in relation not just to where they were studying, but also in relation to what they were studying. The more academically successful students in this study were more willing to take on the risk of the unknown in this regard, and possibly sought out the challenge that a new environment would offer.
What counts as a good transition?

What counted as a good transition varied across the sites in the study. However, there were also some clear similarities across sites. In all sites except the Access to HE site, a good transition could be into employment or progression to HE. Which of these was appropriate, and what form of HE counted as a good transition, depended on tutors’ perceptions of individual students, and on students’ perceptions of whether the route they followed was their route of choice.
Fallback choices, followed because the destination of choice had not worked out, were not good transitions. These fallback transitions included moving onto a course that was not in the preferred subject, moving on to a more general vocational degree, rather than one that conferred professional status, or moving on to a Foundation degree rather than a Bachelor degree. These fallback choices tended to fail, in that students often withdrew from their studies. 

Transition to foundation degrees and also internal transitions from FE to HE tended to be made by students who were low achievers, who were less secure about their decision to progress to HE, and/or who were less prepared or able to take on too many risks associated with HE study. This pattern applied to all sites except the Culinary Arts Management site, and meant that except in this latter example, Foundation degrees and internal transitions were perceived as an acceptable rather than a good transition. The culinary education site suggested that a good transition could mean an opportunity to live out the dream of an imagined future, if only for the duration of higher education study, and that guaranteed immediate progression to graduate employment studies was not the sole motivation for vocational HE study.
What are the implications of this study for widening participation in higher education?

Cultures of belonging for vocational students

Like FE colleges more generally, the ‘dual sector’ FE/HE institutions in this study created learning cultures where vocational students felt that they belonged. There is a danger that feeling comfortable and a sense of belonging can slip into unchallenged comfort zones, and this is an important concern if HE is to be a challenging and worthwhile experience in dual sector and FE settings.  Moreover, a sense of familiarity and belonging may still not be enough to make successful transitions, if the progression route is not the one envisaged and desired by an individual student.
Increasing hierarchies in higher educational provision

This leads in to a further, significant concern for new and alternative forms of higher education. Jary and Jones (2006) argue: 

In a global knowledge economy it may be unrealistic to expect to greatly limit institutional hierarchy, but at the very least, questions need to be continually raised regarding its justification and its extent. (Jary and Jones, 2006, p.15)
What our data suggest is that patterns of differentiation, stratification and diversification (Kogan and Hanney, 1999; Scott, 1995) are extended further through the work of ‘dual sector’ institutions. These involve the institutions themselves, and the provision they offer. Differentiation is not neutral and there were various indications in this study of hierarchies of value concerning different types of vocational higher education. 

Firstly, dual sector institutions may stand out in the further education field because of their higher education provision, but in the field of higher education, they are positioned at the lower end of institutional hierarchies. In this study, tutors in learning sites were clearly sensitive to such positioning, and aware of how that placed the institutions’ own HE courses in the eyes of students.

Secondly, vocational degrees with a clear labour market destination, where the degree offered acts as a ‘license to practise’, are more highly valued and are more selective in their intake. Broader more general vocational degrees (a degree in Early Childhood Studies compared with a degree in Early Childhood Studies with Practitioner Status for example) act as a fallback for students who fail to gain places on the preferred programmes.
Thirdly, where institutions offering vocational HE have visible and strong connections with business and industry, and create the social connections which strengthen the prospects for future employment, their provision is valued more highly. A very clear example of this was in the Culinary Arts Management degree at Citygate, where the college’s reputation in the food industry was more important than the degree qualification itself.
Steering students towards particular forms of HE

The value attached to different forms of HE, including different forms of vocational HE, and the stratified systems that are an increasingly accepted part of mass higher education, mean certain students may be steered towards particular forms of HE. Reay, David and Ball (2005, p.vii) stress that ‘the move to a mass system of higher education means it is increasingly important that we consider the different sorts of higher education that are now on offer’ and that we ‘take seriously the issue of who goes where and who does what in higher education.’ 

We found practices across learning sites in all four institutions which could be defined as processes of ‘warming up’ and ‘cooling out’. Although students were ‘warmed up’ for higher education rather than ‘cooled out’, they were warmed up for forms of higher education deemed suitable for them, based on their perceived dispositions to learning, and their level of achievement. It is possible that encouraging seamless transitions to HE in dual sector institutions could represent a form of steering of certain students towards particular forms of HE, what Jary and Thomas (1999) refer to as ‘perverse access’, rather than offering new possibilities for opening up and enabling wider participation in what counts in the wider field as ‘worthwhile’ higher education (Jary and Jones, 2006: 14).

This study involved a fieldwork sample of four ‘dual sector’ institutions, and seven FE learning sites within them. The discussion of the four key questions above indicates what was learned from an investigation of student transitions in these sites and institutions. The conclusions we offer concern themes and trends in the study that have wider implications for the practice of widening participation and the role of further education and dual sector institutions. They indicate questions that should continue to be asked of the growing diversity of educational provision that is defined as higher education. There remains a lasting connection between diversity and discrimination, whereby diverse forms of HE appear to be for certain sorts of students only. This raises a serious and fundamental challenge to efforts to widen participation, which concerns whether all forms of HE are worth investing in, for individuals as well as for policymakers. In relation to the focus of this study, it suggests that the lack of ‘seamlessness’ we found between FE and HE in dual sector institutions may have benefits as well as limitations. The opportunity to progress from FE to HE within one institution is not as yet an established part of the educational landscape in England.  It could contribute to widening participation, but the evidence of this study suggests that it may become a route for certain students only, offering familiarity and a safer chance of academic and social integration to HE study. The dilemma is whether this opens up opportunities for such students, or diverts them into less prestigious, and less valued forms of higher education. 
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� This has changed since the time of the FurtherHigher Project, and all nursing applications now go through UCAS.
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