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Investigating the learning experience of 
HE students with a vocational pathway:
 Findings from a questionnaire survey
Hubert Ertl and Harriet Dunbar-Goddet
This fourth working paper reports on the analysis, by educational pathway, of the Transition to Higher Education Questionnaire administered as part of the Hefce-funded TLRP project: Degrees of Success: The Transition between Vocational Education and Training and Higher Education (Degrees of Success). 
Degrees of Success investigates the learning experience of students who make the transition from Vocational Education and Training (VET) to Higher Education (HE). The project aims to build on previous studies, in terms of both the concepts used to describe the student learning experience, and the methods used to investigate it. It also aims to systematically connect the experiences in HE to the educational background of students. Our research combines quantitative and qualitative methods of investigation (questionnaires and interviews) and its findings are discussed in the light of an analysis of national datasets (see Dunbar-Goddet & Ertl, 2007).
This paper discusses the rationale of the educational pathways, reports on the analysis of the questionnaire data, and develops some preliminary findings, building on the descriptive analysis set out in the working paper published earlier (Dunbar-Goddet & Ertl, 2008).
1. The ‘Transition to Higher Education’ questionnaire: Qualification pathways
Degrees of Success conducted two questionnaire surveys with the entire intake of students in three subject areas (Business, Computing and Nursing) at five Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) for the 2006-07 academic year. The focus of this working paper is the discussion of the first of our two questionnaires: the ‘Transition to Higher Education’ Questionnaire. This questionnaire generated 1105 responses from 1st year students on Business, Computing and Nursing courses at the five HEIs. Please refer to our earlier working paper for more detailed information on the set-up and administration of the questionnaire (see Dunbar-Goddet and Ertl, 2008).

For the analysis of both the questionnaires administered in this project, categories of students were created according to their educational background. This categorisation follows the way in which Degrees of Success has structured its analysis of large administrative datasets (see Hoelscher & Hayward, 2008): In essence, the categorisation draws on a ‘transition to HE landscape’ which simplifies the complexities resulting from the substantial numbers of different qualifications that are used to gain access to Higher Education.
Figure 1: Transition to HE landscape
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In Figure 1, above, the numbered circles in red signify three distinct pathways to HE: an academic pathway (A-levels or Scottish Highers) (1), a vocational pathway (2) and a pathway via Access and Foundation courses (3). In addition to these three pathways, there are also pathways in which learners combine different types of qualifications. These combination pathways include A-levels with vocational qualifications and A-levels with other non-vocational qualifications. A further pathway (also not included in the above figure) is the residual category of other qualifications which includes qualifications from other countries, qualifications awarded by HEIs, and any other qualifications that cannot be placed in the three first categories. 
This representation necessarily simplifies the complex structure of possible pathways and qualification trajectories in the education and employments system. Nevertheless, it demonstrates the variety of structurally different ways into HE and helps to organise participation and achievement data. 

Table 1, below, presents the distribution of students, in the UK, in the different pathways outlined above, using the UCAS access dataset for the 2004-05 academic year. 

Table 1: Qualification Pathways of UK applicants to HE in 2004-05 (Source: UCAS access dataset 2004-5)

	
	Qualification Pathways (see Figure 1)
	Proportion of students applying to HE

	(1)
	Only A-levels or Scottish Highers
	54.5%

	(2)
	Only vocational qualifications
	10.8%

	(3)
	Only Foundation-/ Access course
	4.3%

	(4)
	Only ‘other qualification’
	6.5%

	(5)
	A-levels/Scottish Highers and vocational
	6.0%

	(6)
	A-levels/Scottish Highers and other non-vocational
	7.7%

	(7)
	Any other combination
	3.9%

	(8)
	No qualification given
	6.3%

	
	Total number of applicants
	413,334


It should be noted that these categories are, to some extent, driven by the way data is collected for the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) and the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) datasets and must therefore be seen as pragmatic tools for analysing the existing data. The definition of what constitutes ‘academic’ or ‘vocational’ is clearly a challenging undertaking that is further discussed in a forthcoming working paper. The overall figures show the continued dominance of the academic pathway into HE which has not significantly changed in the past decade (Hoelscher & Hayward, 2008)

In our questionnaires we used a similar list of prior qualifications to those used by UCAS in its HE application forms, although our questionnaire provided us with more detail than the UCAS data, as we requested that students tell us all of their qualifications, rather than just the most recent one. This is advantageous in that our sample of students can be compared to the overall student population in terms of prior qualifications, but also in that we can paint a more complete picture of students’ educational backgrounds. 
Based on the information students gave us when filling in the list of qualifications in the first section of each of our questionnaires, students were categorised into one of the following eight qualification pathways: 
· Academic: A-levels, Scottish Highers, International Baccalaureate, HE qualifications only; 

· Vocational: VCE, ONC, OND (including BTEC and SCOTVEC equivalents) GNVQ, GSVQ, NVQ, SVQ etc. only; 

· FaA: Foundation and Access courses, both at HE and FE level; 

· Other: all other qualifications; 
· Ac+Voc: combination of academic and vocational qualifications; 

· Ac+Non Voc: combination of academic and non-vocational qualifications; 

· Other Comb: any other combination of qualifications;
· None: no prior qualifications. 

The analysis of the sample of students covered by the Transition to HE Questionnaire, according to their educational pathways, shows, in Table 2, below, that the largest proportion started their studies with A-levels or Scottish Highers (41.6%). About one in eight students followed an entirely vocational pathway into HE. 
A comparison of our students with the overall student population in the UK, as seen in Table 3, indicates that our sample is reasonably representative in terms of its educational background. The biggest differences between the national student population and our sample are in the lower proportion of students in the academic pathway, in our sample, and the higher proportions of students in the ‘combination pathways’ (academic qualifications combined with other types of qualifications). These differences can partly be explained by the gradual increase in these combination pathways over time: a longitudinal analysis of UCAS data shows that the participation in combination pathways has significantly grown between 1995 and 2004 (see Hoelscher & Hayward, 2008). As our sample covers the 2006-07 cohort it can be expected that the rates for combination pathways are higher than in 2004-05. The differences can be further explained by the fact that in this questionnaire prior qualifications could be explored in more detail than is possible in the UCAS access dataset. 
The greater degree of detail that we have been able to gather enables a more in-depth understanding of combinations of qualifications (for instance academic and vocational qualifications). This explains why the combination pathways (5, 6, 7) are all more important in our sample. Due to the differences in collecting the data, this does, however, not mean that the students in our sample are qualitatively different to the overall student body in terms of their prior qualifications. Indeed when looking at the percentage of students holding A-levels (either on their own or combined with other types of qualifications – pathways 1, 5 and 6 taken together), the shares are very similar between this sample and the national sample. 
Table 2: Qualification Pathways of UK applicants to HE (2004-05) and students in our sample (Sources: UCAS access dataset and own calculations)
	
	Qualification Pathways 
	Proportion of students in our sample
	Proportion of UK students applying to HE

	(1)
	Only A-levels or Scottish Highers (1)
	41.6
	54.5%

	(2)
	Only vocational qualifications (2)
	11.9
	10.8%

	(3)
	Only Foundation-/ Access course (3)
	4.4
	4.3%

	(4)
	Only ‘other qualification’
	4.1
	6.5%

	(5)
	A-levels/Scottish Highers and vocational
	12.1
	6.0%

	(6)
	A-levels/Scottish Highers and other non-vocational
	11.0
	7.7%

	(7)
	Any other combination
	9.0
	3.9%

	(8)
	No qualification given
	5.8
	6.3%

	
	Total number of applicants
	
	413,334


2. Descriptive Analysis
The first section of the questionnaire gives us base-line data about the population in our sample (e.g. gender, socio-economic background, etc). What can be seen in Table 3, below, is that, whilst in the overall student body females outnumber males, in the mixed academic and vocational pathway, males outnumber females. This could be explained by the number of students who study an AVCE in Computing, alongside two other academic qualifications, and by the fact that males outnumber females in Computing.

Table 3: Gender by Qualification Pathway

	Gender
	Acad-emic
	Vocat-ional
	FaA
	Other
	Ac+

Voc
	Ac+Non Voc
	Other 

Comb
	None 
	Overall

	Female 
	240

53.9%
	66

52.8%
	26

57.8%
	27

61.4%
	60

46.9%
	7

50%
	107

53.5%
	40

65.6%
	573

54% 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Male 
	205

46.1%
	59

47.2%
	19

42.2%
	17

38.6%
	68

53.1%
	7

50%
	93

46.5%
	21

34.4%
	489

46%



	Totals
	445
	125
	45
	44
	128
	14
	200
	61
	1062


Key: Academic: Only A-levels or Scottish Highers; Vocational: Only vocational qualifications; FaA: Only Foundation and Access courses; Other: all other qualifications; Ac+Voc: combination of academic and vocational qualifications; Ac+Non Voc: combination of academic and non-vocational qualifications; Other Comb: any other combination of qualifications; None: no prior qualifications.
It is not surprising to note, in Table 4, below, that those with a purely academic background are over-represented in the younger age groups and in particular the standard age group for University students who are not classed as mature (18-21). The large percentage (27.5%) of students aged over 30 in the vocational group indicates, however, that students from that background take a longer route into HE and are a large proportion of the older students.

Overall, the data shows how different pathways lead students to enter HE at different points in their life, resulting from different duration of educational programmes but also from different degrees of importance and likelihood of phases of employment, time dedicated to family and other commitments (see Dunbar-Goddet & Ertl, 2008). This view is supported by the findings of another TLRP project on non-participation in HE (see Heath et al., 2008)
Table 4: Age by Qualification Pathway
	Age Range
	Acad-emic
	Vocat-ional
	FaA
	Other
	Ac+

Voc
	Ac+Non Voc
	Other 

Comb
	None 
	Overall

	Under 18 
	30

6.5%
	4

3.1%
	0
	2

4.4%
	3

2.3%
	0
	17

8.3%
	19

30.2%
	75

7% 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	18-21 
	391

85%
	64

48.9%
	18

37.5%
	24

53.3%
	82

62.1%
	8

53.3%
	105

51.2%
	26

41.3%
	718

65% 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	22-25 
	22

4.8%
	14

10.7%
	10

20.8%
	13

28.9%
	21

15.9%
	5

33.3%
	32

15.6%
	10

15.9%
	127

12% 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	26-30 
	11

2.4%
	13

9.9%
	2

4.2%
	0
	12

9.1%
	0
	16

7.8%
	2

3.2%
	56

5% 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Over 30 
	6

1.3%
	36

27.5%
	18

37.5%
	6

13.3%
	14

10.6%
	2

13.3%
	35

17.1%
	6

9.5%
	123

11% 

	Totals
	460
	131
	48
	45
	132
	15
	205
	63
	1099


Key: Academic: Only A-levels or Scottish Highers; Vocational: Only vocational qualifications; FaA: Only Foundation and Access courses; Other: all other qualifications; Ac+Voc: combination of academic and vocational qualifications; Ac+Non Voc: combination of academic and non-vocational qualifications; Other Comb: any other combination of qualifications; None: no prior qualifications.

In the questionnaire we also asked about where students are living whilst studying, but the data shows that living situation is a function of HEI and age, not of educational pathway. It does however point to the effect family responsibilities can have on students, older students (from a vocational educational background) with family responsibilities who report they are living at home are probably doing so with their own families (59%) whilst those younger students with an academic background who say they are living at home with their family (54%) are probably referring to living with their parents and siblings. When we asked about demands on their time, other than studying, the vocational background students and those from Foundation and Access courses report very little time spent on extra-curricular activities in comparison to all the other educational pathways and a lot of time on family responsibilities.

3. Expectations and ‘preparedness’
In the second and third sections of the Transitions to HE Questionnaire, the students were asked to express their degree of agreement with three statements concerning their preparation for their course, expectations of their course and expectations of their HEI (survey items 12a, 15b and 18b, given below). The students answered on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (‘unprepared/not met’) to 5 (‘well-prepared/completely met’), and additionally, in items 12b, 12c, 15a and 18a, they were asked to give further details about their response. 
12a. Please indicate, on a scale of 1 to 5, how prepared you feel for your current course:

� 1 unprepared 
� 2 
� 3 partly prepared 
� 4 
� 5 well-prepared

12b. Please tell us what makes you feel prepared

12c. Please tell us what makes you feel unprepared 

15a. Please tell us what expectations you have of your new course

15b. Please indicate, on a scale of 1 to 5, how far those expectations have been met to date:


 1 not met 

 2

 3 partly met

 4  

 5 completely met

18a. Please tell us what expectations you have of your institution

18b. Please indicate, on a scale of 1 to 5, how far those expectations have been met to date:


 1 not met 

 2

 3 partly met

 4  

 5 completely met

Table 5, below, shows the distribution of students in the overall sample in terms of percentages of students who indicated 1, 2, 3, 4 or 5 on each of the three items.
Table 5: Percentage of responses to items 12a, 15b and 18b on 5-point scale 

	Items
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	Total



	12a. Please indicate, on a scale of 1 to 5, how prepared you feel for your current course (1=unprepared, 5=well-prepared)


	1.8
	5.3
	37.3
	42.9
	12.7
	100%

	15b. Expectations of course:

Please indicate, on a scale of 1 to 5, how far those expectations have been met to date (1=not met, 5=completely met)


	6.4
	7.9
	39.9
	35.6
	10.2
	100%

	18b. Expectations of HEI:

Please indicate, on a scale of 1 to 5, how far those expectations have been met to date (1=not met, 5=completely met)

	2.3
	5.6
	33.6
	40.6
	17.9
	100%


The responses that the students gave in the follow-up, open-ended questions 12b, 12c, 15a and 18a in which students were asked to specify sources of their ‘preparedness’ and the nature of their expectations, revealed a very differentiated picture as can be seen in Table 6, below. 
The categorisation of open-ended answers was developed by grouping responses in emergent themes, rather than by imposing pre-conceived categories. This process resulted in a rich tapestry of patterns in student responses which highlights the diversity of students’ backgrounds and resulting assumptions about, and perceptions of, Higher Education.
Table 6: Categorisation of responses to items 12b, 12c, 15a and 18a

	Item
	Category
	n
	%



	12b: what makes you feel prepared [for the course]
	Academic preparatory work
	92
	19.29%

	
	Prior qualification
	112
	23.48%

	
	Advice and guidance
	85
	17.82%

	
	Motivation and family support
	64
	13.42%

	
	Prior work experience
	50
	10.48%

	
	Time and activity organization
	74
	15.51%

	
	Total
	477
	100%

	12c: what makes you feel unprepared [for the course]
	Lack of personal organisation and motivation
	89
	22.76

	
	Lack of academic skills and confidence
	115
	29.41

	
	Lack of practical experience
	17
	4.35

	
	Lack of information and guidance
	60
	15.35

	
	Workload and pace
	25
	6.39

	
	Financial issues
	10
	2.56

	
	External reasons
	15
	3.84

	
	Practical issues
	40
	10.23

	
	Does not feel unprepared
	20
	5.12

	
	Total
	391
	100.01%

	15a: expectations of the course
	
	
	

	
	Preparation for the profession
	129
	25.34

	
	Development of subject knowledge and/or skills
	96
	18.86

	
	Provide a qualification
	106
	20.83

	
	Provide a learning experience
	85
	16.7

	
	Provide support and guidance
	71
	13.95

	
	No expectations
	22
	4.32

	
	Total
	509
	100%

	18a: expectations of the institution
	
	
	

	
	Provide a qualification
	91
	20.4

	
	Provide a learning environment
	158
	35.43

	
	Provide support and guidance
	91
	20.4

	
	Provide facilities or resources
	41
	9.19

	
	Provide a social environment
	35
	7.85

	
	No expectations
	30
	6.73

	
	Total
	446
	100%


In a previous working paper (Dunbar-Goddet & Ertl, 2008) we reported that the analysis of responses according to subjects studied shows that Nursing students are much more likely than other students to draw on advice and guidance, on family support and their own motivation, and on organisational skills when endeavouring to study in HE. This contrasts starkly with Computing and Business students, who mainly draw on previous academic work and previous qualifications. As this is clearly a reflection of the different educational pathways that lead to studying different subjects in HE we will now consider that perspective in some depth.

In Table 7, below, one can see the mean scores (and standard deviations in brackets) for questions 12a, 15b and 18b by the qualification pathway of the students who responded to those items. Mean scores of 3 or higher indicate agreement with the statements, the higher the mean score the stronger the agreement. 
Table 7: Mean Scores (and Standard Deviations) by Qualification Pathway for items 12a, 15b and 18b
	Item
	None 
	Acad-emic
	Vocat-ional
	FaA
	Other
	Ac+
Voc
	Ac+Non Voc
	Other Comb
	Over
all

	12a Please indicate, on a scale of 1 to 5, how prepared you feel for your current course (1=unprepared,5=well-prepared)
	3.89 

(.88)
	3.50 (.80)
	3.64 (.86)
	3.42 (1.08)
	3.72 (.85)
	3.68 (.81)
	3.80 (.78)
	3.65 (.84)
	3.59 (.84)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	15b Expectations of course:

Please indicate, on a scale of 1 to 5, how far those expectations have been met to date (1=not met, 5=completely met)
	3.50 

(.99)
	3.33 (.96)
	3.31 (1.04)
	3.15 (.86)
	3.21 (.90)
	3.37 (.98)
	3.07 (1.28)
	3.47 (1.03)
	3.35 (.99)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	18b Expectations of HEI:

Please indicate, on a scale of 1 to 5, how far those expectations have been met to date (1=not met, 5=completely met)
	3.76 

(1.10)
	3.63 (.85)
	3.59 (.96)
	3.32 (1.07)
	3.57 (.93)
	3.76 (.91)
	3.85 (1.07)
	3.77 (.90)
	3.66 (.91)


Key: None: no prior qualifications; Academic: Only A-levels or Scottish Highers; Vocational: Only vocational qualifications; FaA: Only Foundation and Access courses; Other: all other qualifications; Ac+Voc: combination of academic and vocational qualifications; Ac+Non Voc: combination of academic and non-vocational qualifications; Other Comb: any other combination of qualifications.

Interestingly the students from an academic background, and the students from Foundation or Access courses, report feeling less prepared for their course than the average overall score. Significant differences (p<.01) according to prior qualification were found in the sample only for the question ‘How prepared do you feel for your current course’. However the measure of association (Eta squared) shows that only 2% of variance can be attributed to prior qualification alone.

It is however interesting to look at the open-ended responses the students gave when asked to explain what made them feel prepared for their current course by the educational background of the students who answered that item. As can be seen in Table 8, below, there is a stark difference between the academic and vocational students in what they report makes them feel prepared. For the students with an academic background it is academic preparatory work and for those with a vocational background it is time and activity organisation.

Table 8: Categorisation of responses to item 12b: what makes you feel prepared [for the course] by Qualification Pathway
	Pathway
	Category
	n
	% within pathway

	None
	Academic preparatory work
	6
	15

	
	Prior qualification
	7
	17.5

	
	Advice and guidance
	5
	12.5

	
	Motivation and family support
	7
	17.5

	
	Prior work experience
	3
	7.5

	
	Time and activity organization
	12
	30

	Total
	
	40
	100%

	Academic
	Academic preparatory work
	50
	25.77

	
	Prior qualification
	47
	24.23

	
	Advice and guidance
	37
	19.07

	
	Motivation and family support
	23
	11.86

	
	Prior work experience
	21
	10.82

	
	Time and activity organization
	16
	8.25

	Total
	
	194
	100%

	Vocational
	Academic preparatory work
	6
	10.17

	
	Prior qualification
	10
	16.95

	
	Advice and guidance
	13
	22.03

	
	Motivation and family support
	7
	11.86

	
	Prior work experience
	9
	15.25

	
	Time and activity organization
	14
	23.73

	Total
	
	59
	100%

	FaA
	Academic preparatory work
	3
	10.71

	
	Prior qualification
	7
	25

	
	Advice and guidance
	7
	25

	
	Motivation and family support
	5
	17.86

	
	Prior work experience
	1
	3.57

	
	Time and activity organization
	5
	17.86

	Total
	
	28
	100%

	Other
	Academic preparatory work
	6
	24

	
	Prior qualification
	7
	28

	
	Advice and guidance
	2
	8

	
	Motivation and family support
	5
	20

	
	Prior work experience
	1
	4

	
	Time and activity organization
	4
	16

	Total
	
	25
	100%

	Ac+Voc
	Academic preparatory work
	7
	17.5

	
	Prior qualification
	6
	15

	
	Advice and guidance
	6
	15

	
	Motivation and family support
	7
	17.5

	
	Prior work experience
	4
	10

	
	Time and activity organization
	10
	25

	Total
	
	40
	100%

	Ac+Non-Voc
	Academic preparatory work
	2
	18.18

	
	Prior qualification
	3
	27.27

	
	Advice and guidance
	1
	9.09

	
	Motivation and family support
	3
	27.27

	
	Prior work experience
	2
	18.18

	
	Time and activity organization
	0
	0

	Total
	
	11
	100%

	Other Comb
	Academic preparatory work
	12
	15

	
	Prior qualification
	25
	31.25

	
	Advice and guidance
	14
	17.5

	
	Motivation and family support
	7
	8.75

	
	Prior work experience
	9
	11.25

	
	Time and activity organization
	13
	16.25

	Total
	
	80
	100%


Key: None: no prior qualifications; Academic: Only A-levels or Scottish Highers; Vocational: Only vocational qualifications; FaA: Only Foundation and Access courses; Other: all other qualifications; Ac+Voc: combination of academic and vocational qualifications; Ac+Non Voc: combination of academic and non-vocational qualifications; Other Comb: any other combination of qualifications.

As can be seen in Table 9, Appendix 1, nearly all the categories of qualification backgrounds report that what makes them feel unprepared is a lack of academic skills and confidence, alongside a lack of information and guidance, and a lack of personal organisation and motivation.
In terms of students’ expectations regarding their course Table 10, Appendix 2, shows that students from all different qualification backgrounds have an overriding expectation of their course that is to provide preparation for their profession. However the vocational students also report that they expect the course to provide them with a qualification also, whilst the academic and vocational mixed group are expecting a qualification and also support and guidance. This shows the diverse needs of the different groups within the student population. Whilst Table 11, Appendix 3, demonstrates that in all qualification pathways the students’ prevailing expectation of the institution is that it should provide a good learning environment for them.
4. Institutional choice

From a systemic point of view, the emphasis of the analysis was on the distribution of students across institutions that are different in terms of their research achievement and reputation (operationalised for instance by RAE results) or their quality of teaching (operationalised for instance by QAA scores). A partial explanation for this is that learners from VET backgrounds are tracked institutionally into less prestigious HEIs. If students were acting as rational utility maximising agents, then one would expect them to apply to the most prestigious HEIs that they could. An alternative would be that individuals act on the basis of bounded rationality, thereby tracking themselves into less prestigious institutions, through a process of individual and singular choice, in answering the question ‘which is the best HEI for me’. Consequently, the Transition to HE Questionnaire aimed to shed light on the motives of institutional choice. The interviews with students then aimed to develop a deeper understanding of the complex and highly individualised process of institutional choice in which different types of students engage. 

Across the sample of English institutions (a Post- and a Pre-92 University and a FE College) the most common reason given for choosing an institution was its location. When asked ‘Please tell us why you chose to study at this university’ around one third of students
 mentioned the location as the single reason for their choice. This was valid across all educational pathways. Many students emphasised the financial implication of being able to live at home was explicitly mentioned (‘Because it is close to home and cheaper’ 0280, ‘Its near my house and I have a poor family who can’t afford to send me anywhere else’ 0072, ‘I did not want to become out of uni with thousands of pounds of debt. This enabled me to stay at home while studying’ 020). In most cases, good location was defined as being close to home and in some cases the financial implication of being able to live at home was explicitly mentioned. However, there were a number of other factors which defined a good location in the view of the students, including proximity to a big city, being close to family (‘Family commitments, need to be local’ 0023), and good travel connections. 

The second most important factor of institutional choice was related to the perceived quality of the institution or the course chosen, around a quarter of students gave this as their single reason. The indicators for quality (where mentioned) varied greatly and ranged from reputation of the institution or the course and the availability of state-of-the-art facilities to the perceived high quality of staff and their teaching. Interestingly, only three students mentioned university rankings and not a single student in the sample mentioned the RAE. Indeed the quality of research did not seem to play any role in institutional choice, in contrast, teaching quality, competence of teaching staff and student satisfaction were more frequently mentioned (‘Because a lot of people said that used to study here that they got high standards of teaching’ 0245). A few students described their process of assessing the quality of institutions in some detail, for instance: ‘I chose to study at the university of xy as I researched and found that Uni. Is a very good university to study business in (finding it was in the top 10 of the business schools in 2003)’ (0865).

Other single reasons for choosing an institution included the fact that the institution was the only one which offered a place, general attractiveness of the campus and reasons that can be broadly described as ‘social’ factors, such as extra-curricular activities and the fact that partners, friends or family members study at the university. When mentioned as a single reason of institutional choice, none of these factors account for more than five percent of answers. 

Answers that gave two or more types of reasons for the choice of an institution were very common. By far the most common combination of reasons was that of location and perceived quality (just under one fifth of answers). The multiple reason answers included the following: ‘Because it is an excellent university and quite close to home’ (0079) and ‘Close to home, Positive league table for chosen course’ (0821). Only a very few students gave combination of other reasons. Considering all multiple-reason answers that included location as a factor, and adding these answers to the third of students who mentioned location as the only reason for their choice, it appeared that, for just under 60 percent of students in the sample, the location of the HEI played an important role; a finding that is certainly in line with previous research in this area (Heublein, 2001; Lischka, 2003).

While the identification of single or combined reasons for institutional choice seems a reasonable way to gain an overview of the questionnaire responses, many of the interviews showed how complex decision-making processes in this context are, and how single reasons for choices become amalgamated in real life situations. A quote from a first year Business student at a Post-92 University illustrates how personal, academic and other factors come together:
I mean my selection process, like how I chose this university, I just kind of like looked on UCAS and found all the places that did business studies and then sort of whittled the list down by like oh I don’t like that area or you know this place isn’t too good or the grades are too high or too low or something then sort of came up with this place mm I mean it got rated excellent for business, so the teaching quality is really good, which is probably one of the main factors for me choosing it, I wasn’t too bothered about how far away, I didn’t, you know, have to be away, it’s not like I hate my parents or anything.

Looking at the three institutions in the sample separately, it became clear that subtle differences in choice patterns could be identified. For instance, the importance of location (either as a single reason or in combination with other reasons) was substantially higher at the FE College (over 80 percent of students) than at the two Universities. One reason for this was that a number of students at this College indicated that they had studied there before they decided to start an HE programme: ‘I have studied here for four years so I know the lecturers. It enables me to live at home with my family while I am studying’ (0262). Also, some students mentioned the fact that the College is the only institution that offers the course they wanted in the local area: ‘Because it is near to where I live and the only college I know that does the course’ (0244). None of these two reasons were mentioned by students at the two Universities.
In contrast, reasons for choice related to quality of the institution or the course played a minor role for the students at the FE College. The same share of students (around 50 percent) at both the Pre- and Post-92 Universities mentioned factors related to perceived quality either as their only reason for choosing the institution or in combination with other reasons. This finding seems surprising and might indicate that the perception of quality is a relative concept and is – in the students’ perspective – not necessarily bound to ‘objective’ quality indicators. For instance, a few students at the Post-1992 university perceived their institution as ‘top’ when compared with other Universities ‘I chose this university because it is almost the top ten universities’ (0974), ‘The business school was in top 10 in the UK’ (0794), an assessment that is not congruent with the results of conventional quality indicators. 

Overall, there seemed to be a process of ‘self-limitation’ at work, which led students to exclude many institutions that are located beyond perceived boundaries of physical, academic or social space. This exclusion seemed to take place early on in students’ decision-making processes. Boundaries of physical space were indicated by the emphasis on proximity to home, as discussed earlier. Academic restrictions were exercised by the grade requirements set by institutions which affected choice patterns. In the sample, some students at the Post-92 University were the only ones to indicate that they were only offered a place at their current institution (‘I found it difficult being accepted into other institutions as I did not get high A-Level grades’ 0957, ‘It was the best Uni. I could get into when I applied’ 0221). This group of students represented a sizable minority at the Post-92 University, accounting for around eight percent of students. Social reasons for choosing a particular HEI were expressed regularly in the questionnaires, i.e. linking ones own decision to that of friends: ‘I also feel I can complete my course with friends in the same class however moving away would have meeting strangers’ (0261).

In summary, the data from the case studies indicated that there are clear limits for explaining institutional choices through rational choice models, which are inter alia based on the assumption of the availability and use of full information. Restrictive information strategies and other factors affecting individual choices need to be considered. 

5. Subject choice/motivation

From a student-level perspective, the systemic question of distribution of students across subjects can be regarded as an aggregate of individual decision-making processes and motivational factors. In the Transition to HE Questionnaire, nine items investigated the underlying motivations for studying a subject. Students were asked to express their degree of agreement with a given statement on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (‘very strongly’) to 5 (‘not at all’). The items represented an adapted version of those used by the Enhancing Teaching-Learning Environments in Undergraduate Courses project, in their Experiences of Teaching and Learning Questionnaire (Hounsell et al., 2005).

a. I want to develop knowledge and skills I can use in a career

b. I hope the things I learn will help me to develop as a person and broaden my horizons

c. I’m focused on the opportunities here for an active social life and/or sport 

d. I hope the whole experience here will make me more independent and self-confident 

e. I’m mainly here because it seemed the natural thing: I’d done well academically in the past 

f. I want to learn things which might let me help people, and/or make a difference in the world 

g. I want to study the subject in depth by taking interesting and stimulating courses 

h. I mainly need the qualification to enable me to get a good job when I finish 

i. I want an opportunity to prove to myself or to other people what I can do 

An exploratory factor analysis of the data generated by the nine items, produced two important factors for students’ subject choice which can be thought of in terms of capturing intrinsic and extrinsic motivations for starting the subject in question. The analysis of the data with these two factors showed a high extrinsic motivation of students across the three subjects. For instance, the mean score of students for the item underlying the factor (‘I want to develop knowledge and skills I can use in a career’) produced mean scores of between 1.31 (Business) and 1.16 (Nursing), showing only minor differences between the subjects. This speaks to a high level of instrumentality amongst all these students in their decision-making. In addition, such instrumentality may reflect, for example, the fact that a Nursing degree is increasingly becoming a necessity to access more senior posts in the profession.

However, it can also be seen that decision-making patterns for subject choice are highly individualised; the high standard deviations of the scores for all the questionnaire items in this area are a clear indication of this. Overall, subject choice is closely bound to career prospects; a finding that seems to be valid to a similar degree for students studying at different universities, in different subjects and with different educational backgrounds. Significant differences according to subjects were found, however, in patterns of intrinsic motivation: in the sample, the decision-making processes of students in Computing and Business seemed to be less strongly driven by intrinsic motives than that of Nursing students. For instance, the mean score of the item ‘I want to learn things which might let me help people, and/or make a difference in the world’ was 1.41 for Nursing students, indicating a very high level of agreement. The mean scores of students of the two other subjects were 2.63 (Business) and 2.61 (Computing), indicating a statistically significant lower level of agreement with the statement. The measure of association (Eta squared) shows that 25% of variance can be attributed to the different subjects alone.

As shown earlier, Nursing has the highest proportion of students in our sample (18.6%) coming via the vocational pathway to HE (Business: 2.2%, Computing: 14.6%). The higher levels of intrinsic motivation of Nursing students might therefore also be connected to the particular previous educational experiences of parts of the student population and also with aims associated to an HE degree and its value in the labour market. 

Not surprisingly, there were notable differences in the answers to item e (I’m mainly here because it seemed the natural thing: I’d done well academically in the past) according to the educational background of the students. The mean of answers of students from the academic pathway (2.56) is lower than that of students from the vocational pathway (2.79), a difference that is statistically significant at the 5% level (see Appendix 4).

Moreover, it is important to note that, when talking about students’ life chances, the decision that precedes the choice of an institution or a subject, is the one of whether to go for HE study at all, which adds to the complexity of the situation young people find themselves in when applying to HE. This quote from a Computing student at a Post-92 University illustrates this point:

I mean it was a tough choice to make, I mean thinking about whether or not I want to come here, be kind of out of work, not really have much money, or just go in to work, but it kind of made me think that at the end of the day if I get this degree I should get a job with a lot more money.

Therefore, the student-level investigation of decision-making processes needs to go beyond the dimensions of institution and subject choice to develop an understanding of the complex interplay between motivations and personal and social factors;
 an approach followed in the interviews with students with different educational backgrounds in the Degrees of Success project.

6. Summary and Discussion
Descriptive analysis of our questionnaire data shows that there differences in terms gender and age between different educational pathways. The analysis of open-ended questions regarding expectations of and preparedness for study at HE level follow different patterns according to educational pathways. Tracking suggests that significant institutional barriers remain, whereby VET students are funnelled into Post-92 HEIs. However, the system outcome is the aggregated result of an interaction between institutional and individual level decision-making processes. These choice processes, in terms of institutions and subjects, seem to follow highly complex and individualised patterns. The data shows that there seems to be a high degree of self-limitation which influences applications to HE. This self-limitation affects students’ perceptions of opportunities available in terms of choice of institutions and subjects. Boundaries of physical (location of HEI), academic (grade or other requirements associated with studying at a given HEI and/or a given subject) and social (perceptions and behaviour of peer groups) space have a varying degree of influence on the decision-making processes of students in the sample. 
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Appendix 1

Table 9: Categorisation of responses to item 12c: what makes you feel unprepared [for the course] by Qualification Pathway

	Pathway
	Category
	n
	% within pathway

	None
	Lack of personal organisation and motivation
	9
	32.14

	
	Lack of academic skills and confidence
	4
	14.29

	
	Lack of practical experience
	1
	3.57

	
	Lack of information and guidance
	6
	21.43

	
	Workload and pace
	4
	14.29

	
	Financial issues
	0
	0

	
	External reasons
	3
	10.71

	
	Practical issues
	0
	0

	
	Does not feel unprepared
	1
	3.57

	Total
	
	28
	100%

	Academic
	Lack of personal organisation and motivation
	39
	25.32

	
	Lack of academic skills and confidence
	45
	29.22

	
	Lack of practical experience
	6
	3.9

	
	Lack of information and guidance
	24
	15.58

	
	Workload and pace
	8
	5.19

	
	Financial issues
	6
	3.9

	
	External reasons
	3
	1.95

	
	Practical issues
	19
	12.34

	
	Does not feel unprepared
	4
	2.6

	Total
	
	154
	100%

	Vocational
	Lack of personal organisation and motivation
	12
	20.34

	
	Lack of academic skills and confidence
	19
	32.2

	
	Lack of practical experience
	1
	1.69

	
	Lack of information and guidance
	8
	13.56

	
	Workload and pace
	3
	5.08

	
	Financial issues
	2
	3.39

	
	External reasons
	3
	5.08

	
	Practical issues
	5
	8.47

	
	Does not feel unprepared
	6
	10.17

	Total
	
	59
	99.98%

	FaA
	Lack of personal organisation and motivation
	3
	15.79

	
	Lack of academic skills and confidence
	4
	21.05

	
	Lack of practical experience
	0
	0

	
	Lack of information and guidance
	4
	21.05

	
	Workload and pace
	2
	10.53

	
	Financial issues
	0
	0

	
	External reasons
	2
	10.53

	
	Practical issues
	2
	10.53

	
	Does not feel unprepared
	2
	10.53

	Total
	
	19
	100.01%

	Other
	Lack of personal organisation and motivation
	4
	25

	
	Lack of academic skills and confidence
	5
	31.25

	
	Lack of practical experience
	2
	12.5

	
	Lack of information and guidance
	1
	6.25

	
	Workload and pace
	2
	12.5

	
	Financial issues
	0
	0

	
	External reasons
	0
	0

	
	Practical issues
	1
	6.25

	
	Does not feel unprepared
	1
	6.25

	Total
	
	16
	100%

	Ac+Voc
	Lack of personal organisation and motivation
	10
	28.57

	
	Lack of academic skills and confidence
	14
	40

	
	Lack of practical experience
	0
	0

	
	Lack of information and guidance
	4
	11.43

	
	Workload and pace
	0
	0

	
	Financial issues
	0
	0

	
	External reasons
	0
	0

	
	Practical issues
	6
	17.14

	
	Does not feel unprepared
	1
	2.86

	Total
	
	35
	100%

	Ac+Non-Voc
	Lack of personal organisation and motivation
	0
	0

	
	Lack of academic skills and confidence
	4
	36.36

	
	Lack of practical experience
	2
	18.18

	
	Lack of information and guidance
	0
	0

	
	Workload and pace
	0
	0

	
	Financial issues
	1
	9.09

	
	External reasons
	0
	0

	
	Practical issues
	2
	18.18

	
	Does not feel unprepared
	2
	18.18

	Total
	
	11
	99.99%

	Other Comb
	Lack of personal organisation and motivation
	12
	17.39

	
	Lack of academic skills and confidence
	20
	28.99

	
	Lack of practical experience
	5
	7.25

	
	Lack of information and guidance
	13
	18.84

	
	Workload and pace
	6
	8.7

	
	Financial issues
	1
	1.45

	
	External reasons
	4
	5.8

	
	Practical issues
	5
	7.25

	
	Does not feel unprepared
	3
	4.35

	Total
	
	69
	100.02%


Appendix 2

Table 10: Categorisation of responses to item 15a: expectations of the course by Qualification Pathway

	Pathway
	Category
	n
	% within pathway

	None
	Preparation for the profession
	12
	30

	
	Development of subject knowledge and/or skills
	4
	10

	
	Provide a qualification
	8
	20

	
	Provide a learning experience
	10
	25

	
	Provide support and guidance
	5
	12.5

	
	No expectations
	1
	2.5

	Total
	
	40
	100%

	Academic
	Preparation for the profession
	50
	24.15

	
	Development of subject knowledge and/or skills
	47
	22.71

	
	Provide a qualification
	38
	18.36

	
	Provide a learning experience
	32
	15.46

	
	Provide support and guidance
	32
	15.46

	
	No expectations
	8
	3.86

	Total
	
	207
	100%

	Vocational
	Preparation for the profession
	15
	25.42

	
	Development of subject knowledge and/or skills
	11
	18.64

	
	Provide a qualification
	15
	25.42

	
	Provide a learning experience
	5
	8.47

	
	Provide support and guidance
	9
	15.25

	
	No expectations
	4
	6.78

	Total
	
	59
	99.98%

	FaA
	Preparation for the profession
	10
	34.48

	
	Development of subject knowledge and/or skills
	2
	6.9

	
	Provide a qualification
	6
	20.69

	
	Provide a learning experience
	8
	27.59

	
	Provide support and guidance
	3
	10.34

	
	No expectations
	0
	0

	Total
	
	29
	100%

	Other
	Preparation for the profession
	11
	39.29

	
	Development of subject knowledge and/or skills
	5
	17.86

	
	Provide a qualification
	7
	25

	
	Provide a learning experience
	4
	14.29

	
	Provide support and guidance
	1
	3.57

	
	No expectations
	0
	0

	Total
	
	28
	100.01%

	Ac+Voc
	Preparation for the profession
	5
	11.63

	
	Development of subject knowledge and/or skills
	5
	11.63

	
	Provide a qualification
	11
	25.58

	
	Provide a learning experience
	8
	18.6

	
	Provide support and guidance
	11
	25.58

	
	No expectations
	3
	6.98

	Total
	
	43
	100%

	Ac+Non-Voc
	Preparation for the profession
	5
	33.33

	
	Development of subject knowledge and/or skills
	2
	13.33

	
	Provide a qualification
	3
	20

	
	Provide a learning experience
	2
	13.33

	
	Provide support and guidance
	1
	6.67

	
	No expectations
	2
	13.33

	Total
	
	15
	99.99%

	Other Comb
	Preparation for the profession
	21
	23.86

	
	Development of subject knowledge and/or skills
	20
	22.73

	
	Provide a qualification
	18
	20.45

	
	Provide a learning experience
	16
	18.18

	
	Provide support and guidance
	9
	10.23

	
	No expectations
	4
	4.55

	Total
	
	88
	100%


Key: None: no prior qualifications; Academic: Only A-levels or Scottish Highers; Vocational: Only vocational qualifications; FaA: Only Foundation and Access courses; Other: all other qualifications; Ac+Voc: combination of academic and vocational qualifications; Ac+Non Voc: combination of academic and non-vocational qualifications; Other Comb: any other combination of qualifications

Appendix 3

Table 11: Categorisation of responses to item 18a: expectations of the institution by Qualification Pathway

	Pathway
	Category
	n
	% within pathway

	None
	Provide a qualification
	4
	12.9

	
	Provide a learning environment
	13
	41.94

	
	Provide support and guidance
	9
	29.03

	
	Provide facilities or resources
	3
	9.68

	
	Provide a social environment
	1
	3.23

	
	No expectations
	1
	3.23

	Total
	
	31
	100.01%

	Academic
	Provide a qualification
	47
	24.61

	
	Provide a learning environment
	61
	31.94

	
	Provide support and guidance
	35
	18.32

	
	Provide facilities or resources
	23
	12.04

	
	Provide a social environment
	19
	9.95

	
	No expectations
	6
	3.14

	Total
	
	191
	100%

	Vocational
	Provide a qualification
	6
	13.64

	
	Provide a learning environment
	13
	29.55

	
	Provide support and guidance
	12
	27.27

	
	Provide facilities or resources
	2
	4.55

	
	Provide a social environment
	2
	4.55

	
	No expectations
	9
	20.45

	Total
	
	44
	100.01%

	FaA
	Provide a qualification
	5
	26.32

	
	Provide a learning environment
	7
	36.84

	
	Provide support and guidance
	4
	21.05

	
	Provide facilities or resources
	0
	0

	
	Provide a social environment
	0
	0

	
	No expectations
	3
	15.79

	Total
	
	19
	100%

	Other
	Provide a qualification
	4
	19.05

	
	Provide a learning environment
	12
	57.14

	
	Provide support and guidance
	3
	14.29

	
	Provide facilities or resources
	1
	4.76

	
	Provide a social environment
	0
	0

	
	No expectations
	1
	4.76

	Total
	
	21
	100%

	Ac+Voc
	Provide a qualification
	9
	20

	
	Provide a learning environment
	14
	31.11

	
	Provide support and guidance
	11
	24.44

	
	Provide facilities or resources
	3
	6.67

	
	Provide a social environment
	5
	11.11

	
	No expectations
	3
	6.67

	Total
	
	45
	100%

	Ac+Non-Voc
	Provide a qualification
	3
	17.65

	
	Provide a learning environment
	8
	47.06

	
	Provide support and guidance
	2
	11.76

	
	Provide facilities or resources
	3
	17.65

	
	Provide a social environment
	0
	0

	
	No expectations
	1
	5.88

	Total
	
	17
	100%

	Other Comb
	Provide a qualification
	13
	16.67

	
	Provide a learning environment
	30
	38.46

	
	Provide support and guidance
	15
	19.23

	
	Provide facilities or resources
	6
	7.69

	
	Provide a social environment
	8
	10.26

	
	No expectations
	6
	7.69

	Total
	
	78
	100%


Key: None: no prior qualifications; Academic: Only A-levels or Scottish Highers; Vocational: Only vocational qualifications; FaA: Only Foundation and Access courses; Other: all other qualifications; Ac+Voc: combination of academic and vocational qualifications; Ac+Non Voc: combination of academic and non-vocational qualifications; Other Comb: any other combination of qualifications.

Appendix 4
e) I'm mainly here because it seemed the natural thing: I'd done well academically in the past 

	Educational pathway
	Mean
	N
	Std. Deviation

	
	
	
	

	only academic track
	2.56
	455
	1.052

	only vocational
	2.79
	127
	1.226

	only Foundation/Access course
	2.84
	44
	1.180

	only other
	2.62
	45
	1.173

	academic and vocational
	2.86
	131
	1.220

	academic and FaA course
	3.40
	15
	1.121

	all other combinations
	2.72
	197
	1.143

	no prior qualification
	2.84
	56
	1.262

	Total
	2.69
	1070
	1.140


T-test, comparing only academic and only vocational students (Sig. only 1-tailed needed, therefore significant on the 5% level)

Independent Samples Test

	 
	Levene's Test for Equality of Variances

	 
	F
	Sig.
	t
	df
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	Mean Difference
	Std. Error Difference

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	
	Equal variances assumed
	2.921
	.088
	-2.111
	580
	.035
	-.231
	.110

	 
	Equal variances not assumed
	 
	 
	-1.937
	181.015
	.054
	-.231
	.119


�








� The work of the project ‘� HYPERLINK "http://www.tlrp.org/proj/wphe/wp_fuller.html" \t "_blank" �Non-participation in HE: Decision - making as a n embedded social practice�’ emphasises, for instance, the role of social networks in educational decision-making (see Heath et al., 2008).





� For this and the following calculations the data used is that for the three English HEIs in the sample only. The three institutions include one pre- and one post-92 university and one FE College.
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