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Abstract 

This study explores the experiences of former students in Higher Education (HE) within one 

college and staff in three general further education (GFE) colleges. The focus of the 

research is one of the GFE colleges, known as ‘Northsall’ College, where 17 per cent of HE 

students withdrew from their programmes before completion (Northsall MIS, 2013-14, 

Appendix 1).  

 

The number of individuals who leave a degree course before completion is measured by 

the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA). Retention rates are performance indicators 

for higher education providers, so if attrition rates are high, then education providers need 

to understand why in order to retain more students. One way to improve retention is for 

educators and students to understand and develop the concept of resilience. This is 

especially important because of the Government policy of widening participation (WP) 

where non-traditional students may require added support. The challenge of retaining 

students on their higher education in further education (HE in FE) programme led to the 

research title: ‘An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on Higher 

Education courses in a Further Education College’. 

 

The inter-dependent issues affecting student resilience and retention are grouped into 

three overarching themes. First, factors individual to the student such as personal 

resilience, which can be difficult to define and therefore subject to misuse. Second, 

institutional factors, such as student experiences of teaching and learning. Third, the policy 

context, which includes the neoliberal ‘marketisation’ policy and how it may impact on 

student expectations and resilience. Students as consumers, especially those referred to as 
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widening participation, are often the least powerful and least well-equipped influencers of 

college policy.  

 

The research adopted an interpretive method of enquiry and qualitative data was collected 

by semi structured interviews with ten students who had left Northsall College before 

completing their study. Interviews were also conducted with three members of teaching 

staff at Northsall and three ‘Student Services Officers’ (SSOs), one from Northsall and two 

from other local colleges.  

 

The findings suggest that students’ ability to be resilient against the stressors they may 

encounter can be affected by personal or course issues which affect one or more domains 

of their life, like weights on a traditional balance scale (Bergmann et al. 2019: 1). Student 

relationships with tutors and staff at Northsall College can be an important source of 

resilience support to students who are vulnerable to dropping out and are often an 

unlikely antidote to quasi marketisation measures (Allan et al., 2014). Unfortunately, staff 

support can be variable, often because of the marketisation of college priorities. 

(Tomlinson, 2014). 

 

The research recommends the use of a resilience ‘tool kit’ to identify and support HE in FE 

students at risk of dropping out. Group discussion of the term ‘resilience’ is also suggested 

to inform and empower students about their own resilience. The use of student services 

officers (SSO) as an intermediary in conducting research into students who have left and as 

someone who could step in and support student resilience, when tutors are unavailable, is 

also a recommendation. Finally, further research is suggested into the experiences of 
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students who may be at risk of dropping out of their higher education programmes in 

further education colleges. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

 

1.1 The background to the research 

Defining Further Education (FE) can be complex. Before incorporation in 1993, it broadly 

meant any course of study which is undertaken after compulsory education, that is, after 

the age of 16, which is not taken at degree level within a university. After 1993 General 

Further Education (GFE) colleges evolved their provision and increasingly offer degree level 

courses and accept students from the age of 14 (Hodgson, 2015). Additional institutions, 

such as private training providers may also be considered as ‘FE’ and, in addition, Higher 

Education Institutions (HEIs) may offer sub degree level qualifications (Hodgson, 2015). 

 

The Further Education sector is located within post 16 and continuing education within the 

UK. It encompasses 2.2 million students (Association of Colleges (AoC), 2019: 2) at 244 

colleges; these comprise 168 General Further Education (GFE) colleges, 51 sixth form 

colleges and 13 land-based colleges (AoC, 2019:3). They provide a very diverse range of 

courses including academic, vocational and recreational qualifications (Education and 

Training (ET) Foundation, 2019). General Further Education colleges are one of the main 

providers of Further Education in the UK and have a greater focus on workplace training 

and technical and professional skills than other providers (ETFoundation, 2019). 

 

The Further Education sector has been described as the ‘Cinderella service’ within 

continuing education provision (Willis, 2001). The implication is that FE has traditionally 

provided the majority of vocational and technical education programmes but without 

receiving a great deal of recognition or funding. It has been described as ‘invisible’ by 
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Randle and Brady (1997:122) and yet has provided for a greater proportion of post 

compulsory learners than the Higher Education or compulsory education sectors 

combined. There has been shrinkage in the sector as it educated four million learners in 

2012-13 but this has reduced to around 2.2 million at the time of writing in 2019 (AoC, 

2019). This may be due to the reduction in funding it has experienced consistently in the 

years since incorporation in 1993, and even more severely since the election of a coalition 

government in 2010 and subsequent ‘austerity measures’ (Hodgson, 2015). General 

Further Education colleges evolved from Technical Colleges, which were created to 

respond to the skills needs of the local economy and this has influenced its structure and 

provision. The opportunity for diversification and funding offered by the introduction of 

foundation degrees (FDs) in 2001 was an ideal opportunity for the sector. FDs often 

bolstered the smaller HE provision running in GFEs, mostly Higher National Certificates and 

Diplomas. It was also an opportunity to widen participation by offering highly localised 

Higher Education (HE) provision. 

 

1.1.1 Northsall College 

The majority of the research took place in one, large, GFE college (described here as 

‘Northsall’) which offers HE courses. As one of the larger GFEs, Northsall can offer useful 

insight into strategies to support WP cohorts. Any generalisations made within the 

research can be tempered by the inclusion of staff participants from two other GFEs which 

contrast with Northsall in terms of size and location as both are situated in towns. 

Northsall has an annual enrolment, at the time of the research, of over 30,000 on a range 

of full and part time courses from entry to level seven. Located within the centre of a 

northern UK city, Northsall students’ GCSE grades are amongst the lowest in the region. 



An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

16 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Based on an index of multiple deprivation in 2015, it is in the top ten most deprived local 

authorities in England (The English Indices of Deprivation, 2019). The HE provision within 

Northsall College tends to recruit from this profile of students (Northsall MIS, 2013-14). 

This means that it has a higher than average for the FE sector number of, what could be 

described as, widening participation (WP) students. Widening participation is a term for 

those who are less likely to participate in post 16 and higher education provision 

(McGivney, 1993). This research aims to provide useful insight into strategies to support 

WP students.  

 
 
Ofsted described Northsall College at the time of the research as ‘good’ at inspection 

(reference withheld). This is typical of many other FEIs in the sector. It is based at a city site 

where the higher education division delivers a wide range of Higher National, Foundation 

Degree and Batchelors’ programmes through validating partners. Northsall noted that a 

number of Higher Education (HE) students each year leave their programme of study 

before completion (Northsall MIS, 2013-14, Appendix 1). College data over ‘long 

programmes’ (one year or more) for the following academic years, revealed withdrawals 

as: 20 per cent in 2010-11; 19 per cent in 2011-12; 20 per cent in 2012-13 and in 2013-14 

17 per cent (Northsall MIS, 2013-14, Appendix 1). This demonstrates a four-year trend of 

non-completion of between 17 and 20 per cent. The research was motivated by this data. 

  

The Higher Education provision at Northsall covers a wide variety of subject areas and is 

divided into two faculties. The Arts faculty includes subjects like Fine Arts, Acting and 

architecture (Faculty A). The other faculty tends to cover anything not connected with 

creative subjects and includes diverse disciplines such as: Health and Social Care, 
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Engineering, Construction, and Business courses (Faculty B). At the time of the research, 

retention was similar for each of the faculties and therefore emphasis has not been placed 

on subject choice as a possible cause of drop out (College MIS, 2013-14, Appendix 1). 

Nevertheless, the faculties are represented within the research, so that any differences 

between participant responses due to subject can be noted. The researcher was employed 

at Northsall. 

 

Teaching staff in HE in FE institutions, such as those at Northsall College, tend to be known 

as tutors and this has been used as the default term within this research. Sometimes the 

participants have used the terms, ‘lecturers’ or ‘teachers’. No distinction is made between 

these terms. They all refer to the role of designing and facilitating teaching and learning 

and being employed on an academic contract in a GFE college.  

 
1.1.2 Widening Participation at Northsall  

Northsall is successful in attracting many non-traditional, widening participation (WP) 

learners, many of whom Dearing identified as under-represented in higher education. The 

HE in FE learners at Northsall can be identified as a WP cohort (McGivney, 1993; The 

Dearing Report, 1997). Northsall’s management information systems (MIS) track and 

report to the Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA) and Office for Students and 

Research (OfS) and note the proportion of students who are defined as WP (see Appendix 

2). 
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The problems associated with recruiting and retaining widening participation students has 

been the subject of research by many, for example, Gilborn and Mirza (2000:7); Archer et 

al. (2005:75); McDonough and Fann, (2007:269) and the Department of Business, 

Innovation and Skills (2015:10). There will be a fuller discussion of the term WP in the next 

chapter. 

 
 
1.2 The recording of student withdrawal 

The starting point for investigating HE in FE student withdrawals is their recording via a 

college devised form. This form is relevant to the Education and Skills Funding Agency 

(ESFA) and is superficial in its approach. The reasons are pre-categorised, so a decision 

must be made by the tutor regarding the closest match to the reason for the student 

withdrawing. These categories are vague, and they include ‘non-attender’, ‘personal 

reasons’, or ‘written off after a lapse of time’. They do not fully explain either the 

underlying cause for the student leaving, since non-attendance is often a symptom rather 

than a cause of difficulty; - nor why these situations are overwhelming to some students 

and not to others (O’Donnell, 2009; Rutter, 2012).  

 

Nationally, non-continuation rates for students in low participation areas in the UK were 

just over 8 per cent in 2014-15 and just under 6 per cent in other areas, and these have 

changed little since 2009-10 (SMF, 2016). The definition of non-retention used by the Skills 

Funding Agency; (From 2017 the Education and Skills Funding Agency) was, ‘Young people 

(16+) who drop out of education and skills courses or who are not successful’ (Centre for 

Economic and Social Inclusion, 2015:5). This is the definition most often used in the FE 
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sector and therefore the one this research will also use, applying it to include adults, that is 

those over 19, rather than only young people (HESA, 2020).  

 

In Further Education, to minimise the impact of poor retention, learning aims are usually 

no longer than a year in what Robertson (1994:10) termed an ‘achievement led 

curriculum’. In HE in FE, by comparison, the length of the learning aims tend to be 

significantly longer, where two and three years are common. Hence, retention rates are 

lower than FE: 90.4 per cent in Further Education compared to 81 per cent in HE in FE in 

2013-14 (see Appendix 1). By contrast, achievement rates tend to be higher. In the HE 

division of Northsall College, achievement of those retained was especially robust and 

there are rates of 99 per cent in 2013-14. This means that increasing achievement rates 

would only achieve a minimal improvement to overall college performance. Retention has 

the greater potential for improvement, which is why it is the focus of this research.  

 
 
National benchmarking for the Higher Education sector is underdeveloped, certainly in 

terms of comparable subject areas, which makes it difficult to generalise across the sector. 

This contrasts with FE, where this information has been available for many years. 

Nationally, across the HE sector, since 2014-15, non-continuation rates among mature, 

full-time first-degree students have seen an increase in the last few years: between 12.3 

per cent in 2014-15 rising to 13.6 in 2017-18. Non-continuation rates for young, full-time 

students in the UK has seen an increase from 6.5 in 2014-15 to 6.8 in 2017-18 (HESA, 

2020). These rates suggest that retaining HE students in all sectors is still both an 

institutional and national concern.  
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It is also worth noting the use within the Further Education sector of a variety of terms to 

denote student non-continuation. The term ‘drop out’ is possibly the most objective in 

describing the student’s action and experience of leaving the college and may be one 

phrase used by students themselves. All terms that indicate students leaving their course 

of study have been used interchangeably within this research and are usually selected 

according to whether the discussion is more student focussed or management focussed. 

Terms such as ‘withdrawal’, ‘retention’, ‘attrition’ and ‘non-continuation’ are those which 

seem to be more management focussed (Hodgson, 2015). The increasing use of these 

terms seems to reflect the growing marketisation of the FE sector and the influence it 

exerts over staff and students alike (Smith, 2015).  

 
 
1.2.1 Non-continuation or poor retention? 

The Further Education Funding Council introduced tracking of completion and non-

completion rates (FEFC, 1993). The motivation was a report by the Audit Commission in 

1993 into the effectiveness of Further Education course provision which led to the 

implementation of measures to penalise colleges for students who did not stay and 

achieve the qualification for which they enrolled (Lumby, 1996). This new funding 

methodology meant students who left the course before completion incurred a financial 

penalty; - for the institution, of up to 50 per cent (GOV.UK, 2015, updated 2018). This 

change in policy involved maximising the use of funding and initiating efficiency savings 

through greater accountability, thus introducing the concept of marketisation to the 

Further and Higher Education sectors, which was a significant change in the ethos of adult 

and further education (Spours et al., 2008; Smith, 2015). Marketisation means the 
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exposure of education to market forces and expecting colleges to act as a competitive 

business with an eye to the bottom line. 

 

The neoliberal underpinning of education policy after the 1979 election of Margaret 

Thatcher challenged the very nature of education as a public endeavour.  The introduction 

of market forces into education, was, in reality more of a, ‘quasi-market’ (Le Grand et al., 

2008).  This meant that the accountability and financial dependence of FE colleges 

increased in terms of central government control via funding accountability (Hodgson, 

2015). Any financial gains in one institution was at the expense of local competitors who 

were also state funded, and their colleges’ ability to fully embrace the potential of free 

market decision making was curtailed (Le Grand et al., 2008; Callender and Dougherty, 

2018). Post- 1992 funding accountability also meant the responsibility for retention and 

achievement was shifting from the student to their tutor and the college itself. After 1992, 

there was a frenzied effort on the part of FE colleges to meet the demands of the new 

accountability they were facing, with regard to monitoring (Dennis, 2016). By 2005, 

increasing the recruitment of students to programmes of study and attempting to 

minimise withdrawals became as important a focus of activity as teaching and learning. 

From 2005 to 2010, the FE sector generally fared better in terms of funding; - and FEIs 

utilised the resources made available to them to meet targets for retention and 

achievement. This meant that students who did not want to stay on their course were 

termed, ‘non-continuers’, being left to leave when appropriate and without pressure. Poor 

retention was not unduly penalised because average figures remained enough to meet 

targets (Hodgson, 2015).  
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The new coalition government, after 2010, exerted successively more financial pressure 

with a reduction of funding, from the Treasury to the Department for Business, Innovation 

and Skills (BIS). This was estimated by Keep (2014) as a 43 per cent reduction between 

2010 and 2018. FEIs, despite being self-governing, rely on government funding for the 

majority of their income through various government funding streams, most notably the 

Learning and Skills Council (LSC). Once the LSC was disbanded the funding came directly 

from the government via the Skills Funding Agency (SFA) and from 2017 the Education and 

Skills Funding Agency (ESFA) and other major state funders, such as, the Higher Education 

Funding Council (HEFCE), and later the Office for Students (OfS). These funds are used to 

offer courses either free at the point of delivery or more recently at reduced rates to 

students, as core funding is reduced and topped up by fees, facilitated by a student loan. 

Funding from government is often used as a ‘policy lever’ (Spours et al., 2008) which 

means government initiatives are implemented by using a funding methodology to ensure 

compliance. This usually means colleges lose funding for students who leave their course 

or fail to achieve their qualification.  

 
 
Changes in government GFE funding methodologies, particularly since 2010 have affected 

attitudes to the retention of students. Student decisions to leave became a fight for 

funding survival and they were reframed as ‘non-continuing students’. This helped to 

ensure non-retention was perceived as less acceptable by staff counselling students 

through their decision making and meant students who wanted to leave needed to be 

much firmer with tutors about their decision to do so. The pressure felt by students to stay 

and achieve, ironically, was likely to be acting as a stressor on their resilience (Esquivel et 

al., 2011). In this financial climate, it may be true to say that when a student chose to leave 
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their course for either personal or institutional reasons this may also be influenced by 

college financial accountings. The effects of reduced funding, marketisation, and how far 

they may impact on the student experience may be a factor in student drop out. This will 

be an element of the examination of government policies within the research.   

 
1.3 The research questions 

Around 8 per cent of HE students in low participation areas, such as Northsall College, 

leave their programme of study and in some cases the reasons recorded are vague and do 

not seem to fully explain why the students left (SMF, 2016). For some HE in FE student 

withdrawals, the reason is understandable and external to Northsall. This includes 

situations such as: severe and chronic illness, moving away, or a change in career direction. 

Pregnancy is also an understandable reason for leaving, as are acute mental health 

difficulties and bereavement, although not every student will leave in these circumstances 

(Kitzrow, 2003). Beyond these, every tutor will be able to talk about students who just 

seemed to ‘disappear’. Perhaps their attendance waned significantly for a while and that is 

often the only indication of difficulty (Porter, 2008; O’Donnell, 2009).  

 

Curiosity over the possible reasons for these students leaving their degree level courses led 

to consideration about the gap between level 3 and 4 studies. Most students were 

successful at level 3 and more motivated to pursue learning at level 4, so, in trying to 

understand drop out: - the initial research question was: 

‘What is the nature of transition between level 3 and level 4 in a general further education 

college?’ 
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However, this evolved during the pilot to focus on listening to former student participants 

in the study and the emerging importance of resilience in retention, which, led to the title 

of the study: 

‘An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on Higher Education courses 

in a Further Education college’ 

 
From this, the research questions (RQs) were developed:  

1: ‘What reasons do students give for leaving their course before completion?’  

2: ‘How important is resilience to student retention at HE level?’   

3: ‘What are the implications for FEIs and practitioners of effectively supporting Higher 

Education in Further Education students to complete their degree level studies?’ 

 

The next stage in the research process was to undertake a literature review to explore 

contributions from writers and researchers around the concept of resilience and the 

reasons why HE in FE students leave their studies. Existing literature and research about 

the reasons for adult student drop out from post compulsory education has predominantly 

focussed on Higher Education as it is delivered within HEIs or Further Education, delivered 

in FEIs. Therefore, this review is drawn from three possible areas of literature and 

research: HE within HEIs, HE in FE and FE within Further Education Institutions, rather than 

from HE in FE exclusively.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

The next stage in the research is to consider what other writers have uncovered about the 

reasons why HE in FE students are not retained on their programmes.  

 

2.1 Search Criteria 

The literature was chosen from multiple key word searches across resources accessed via 

Shibboleth, Open Athens, ERIC and Emerald. The approach taken was a hierarchy of 

searches. This meant starting with the generation of themes which related to the three 

research questions, ‘Higher Education in Further Education’, ‘Resilience and Education’ 

‘Higher Education and Retention’, ‘Further education and attrition’ and ‘Higher Education 

Teaching and Learning’. Initial reading of research articles and books from these data base 

searches generated sub themes, such as ‘Attendance’, ‘Information and Guidance (IAG)’, 

‘Marketisation’ and ‘Widening Participation’ which could then be taken further in 

subsequent searches to assess their significance and prevalence in past research via the 

quantity of results returned. The web-based resource ‘Journal TOCs’ was also used to 

update the review with newly published research.  

 

The reading of the source materials, identifying reasons for student attrition, led to the 

selection of the three overarching themes which impact on the retention of HE in FE 

students. The review will start by addressing the second Research Question: ‘How 

important is resilience to student retention at HE level?’. This factor concerns issues which 

may impact the individual resilience of the student and seemed to underpin the other 

factors, which is why it is the first to be considered. Lack of resilience seems important in 

explaining why some students are retained and others may leave when facing similar 
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circumstances and difficulties (Thomas and Hanson, 2014). The review continues by 

addressing the first Research Question: ‘What reasons do students give for leaving their 

course before completion?’ in those factors which are institutional and located within FEIs 

which can impact on a HE student’s resilience and retention on their learning journey in an 

FE college. The third factor is how governmental policy, external to the college, can impact 

on student resilience and retention. Each of these will now be considered in turn with 

reference to their relevance to resilience and retention for HE in FE students. 

 

2.2 Individual resilience and retention 

This section concerns those issues which may precipitate a student leaving their HE in FE 

study, but which are individual to them. This includes the impact of physical and mental 

health that may play an important role in personal student resilience (Hedberg and Tone, 

2014; Gill, 2016). This led to the second Research Question: ‘How important is resilience to 

student retention at HE level?’.   

 

2.2.1 The contested nature of resilience 

The word ‘resilience’ comes from the Latin ‘resilio’ meaning to bounce back (Robertson, 

2012). There is a research interest in its application across the educational lifespan, from 

Primary schools to Higher Education (Troy and Mauss, 2011). Rutter (1985) originally 

analysed psychiatric disorder and postulated that the possession of resilience seemed to 

offer protection from the development of mental ill health. Resilience also appears to be 

dynamic, rather than a commodity, and involves a consideration of ‘assets’ against ‘risk 

factors’ (Brown et al., 2001:4).   
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Resilience was initially expressed in education as the observation that some children who 

may seem at risk of poor life and educational outcomes, due to adverse environments 

during their upbringing, actually adapt well to a variety of circumstances and thrive (Gu 

and Day, 2006). Resilience in adults can take a variety of forms, physical, social, intellectual 

and emotional. Resilience is the ability to withstand the setbacks in life, which have the 

potential to derail the plans and intentions of the individual (Gu and Day, 2006; Robertson, 

2012). Allan et al. (2014) in their study of resilience in transition to Higher Education noted 

that resilience was more situated in what Bergmann et al. (2019:1) term, ‘domains’ of life, 

such as psychological, personal or academic functioning.  The possession of good resilience 

in one or more domains, will be a protective factor for higher education students against 

any negative factors they may encounter during their study from sources, either outside or 

inside the college (Robertson, 2012). 

 

Resilience is a problematic concept. There is a lack of clarity about what it means and how 

useful it is to explain individual differences in performance. It may be dangerous to say that 

students drop out of their HE in FE study due to poor resilience. This is because as Garrett 

(2015) suggested, it can perpetuate existing societal divisions because of different levels of 

power. Working class students may simply be lacking resilience because they do not 

conform to expectations of middle class dominated, HE environments (Garrett, 2015). 

Garrett (ibid) also suggests that resilience serves the current political neoliberal agenda by 

pushing individuals beyond reasonable personal boundaries into levels of stress that may 

be harmful to them, but also ensure they are working at a level that serves dominant 

groups in society. This means the suggestion of poor resilience has the potential to be 

accusatory.  Government and FE managers may actually be engaging in victim blaming 
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when they portray, particularly WP students, as having poor resilience. What WP students 

may actually be experiencing is disadvantage and disempowerment within the marketised 

HE in FE education system. They are expected to be able to be discerning consumers, but 

the reality is that their choice is often constrained by existing social inequalities which 

mean that the reality is that their market position remains largely the same as it was prior 

to marketisation (Callender and Dougherty, 2018). Disadvantage can be tied to lack of 

understanding, knowledge and experience within many families and communities about 

how to navigate the systems and procedures necessary to study at HE level (Almeida et al., 

2016). This is because of the intergenerational perception that HE, in particular, is for 

other people, and may also be linked to no familial history of participation (Gayle et al., 

2002).   

 

Within the literature, the tendency is to adopt a more neutral approach to the concept of 

resilience as useful in understanding the forces inherent within an individual’s life which 

manifest themselves as personal resilience. These will now be examined. It is important to 

remember that many of these dependencies may be impacted on by the wider college and 

society around the nature of the concept and as such, represent a partial understanding of 

resilience, but do not necessarily address the entire picture.  

 

2.2.2 The possible role of resilience in retention 

HE in FE students would seem to be at risk of dropping out of their degree programme 

when their ability to thrive and overcome difficulties they encounter, both in their learning 

journey and in their personal lives, overwhelms their resilience, that is, their personal 

ability to overcome these difficulties (Brown et al., 2001).  Exploration of a student’s 
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background and resilience is complex because there are many factors to take into 

consideration. These can include unanticipated events that occur in either the student’s 

personal life or at college which can impact upon their overall resilience. For example, a 

student with good pre-existing resilience, who has favourable environmental conditions, 

that is they do not encounter any difficulties either at home or in the college for the 

duration of their studies, are likely to be retained on the course and complete their 

studies. Conversely, a student with poor resilience at the start of the course who 

encounters further difficulties, or an exacerbation of existing difficulties, either at home or 

in the course of their learning journey within the college will be at the highest risk of 

leaving as expressed in figure 1 below: 

 

Figure 1: Factors affecting student resilience.  
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Figure 1 is adapted from the model suggested by Chess and Thomas (1984) for children’s 

development and has been adapted to demonstrate how students may be on a continuum 

from poor to high pre-existing resilience, that is, having good personal resilience before 

starting their college course. The intersecting dimensions are favourable and unfavourable 

environmental conditions. Rutter (1985) suggested that whilst anyone had the capacity to 

develop resilience, this changed and fluctuated over time and in different life 

circumstances. This means that what could be survived today, may tip the balance scale 

into failing at a later date. In Figure 1 this would mean moving from the green to an amber 

or the red square. Luthar (in VicHealth, 2015) outlined that Rutter believed that resilience 

itself, like many psychological, physical and intellectual traits, is influenced by innate 

characteristics and personality. If Luthar is correct, colleges may only have a limited ability 

to influence resilience and the development of resilience in their HE students. However, 

since the precise influence of inheritance and environment on resilience is unknown, 

improvement could be significant from better understanding of environmental factors, 

such as the impact of marketisation and college processes on a student’s ability to 

complete a HE course.  

 

Consideration of other factors that affect resilience ability may also be desirable. Gender 

differences, for example, could impact on HE in FE students’ retention. Allan et al. (2014) 

found that the relationship between resilience and maximising academic attainment could 

be influenced by traditional gender role expectations which would suggest greater 

resilience in males. This means that males may hide their difficulties and find it harder to 

accept help from others, including college counsellors. This façade can lead to social 

isolation, which could be a risk factor for poor resilience (Thomas and Hanson, 2014). 
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Female students are more likely to take advantage of social support to bolster themselves 

against stress and maintain their self-esteem, which may be an enabler and help to ensure 

their achievement on HE programmes (Allan et al., 2014).  

 
 
Possessing good resilience may be important in transitioning to HE in FE study from lower-

level entry courses. Allan et al. (2014) found that resilience manifested itself in study 

behaviours, such as resourcefulness, emotional intelligence and, like Thomas and Hanson 

(2014), also emphasised the importance of sociability to mitigate any stress from their 

transition to HE level study. The corollary to this is that HE institutions, whether HEIs or 

FEIs, should be at least meeting students halfway by attempting to ameliorate their 

transition stress whenever possible (Bathmaker and Thomas, 2009). This may be difficult to 

achieve in institutions that are suffering the effects of the post 2010 ‘austerity’ funding 

regimes (Tomlinson, 2014).  

 

Many factors can influence the student’s ability to be resilient and act like weights on a 

balance, a metaphor that has informed this research. Negative factors which could push 

the scales could include gender, and general lack of resourcefulness in being able to 

transition to study at HE level (Thomas and Hanson, 2014; Allan et al, 2014). Factors which 

mitigate these issues and may bolster resilience and tip the scales positively include social 

integration with student peers, and effective transition strategies within HE institutions 

(Bathmaker and Thomas, 2009).  
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The research is situated uncomfortably between the usefulness of the concept of 

resilience as a way to understand why HE in FE students leave their courses, and concerns 

such as those raised by Garrett (2015) and Canavan (2007) about using resilience as an 

excuse to unnaturally extend the effort and energies of individuals. A way through this 

could be to utilise the concept and its underpinning research as potentially positive to 

student retention but also to address the possible detriment to students which may result 

from an unqualified application of the concept.  

 

Neoliberalism, as a concept of de-regulated markets with little or no state involvement, 

requires individuals to be well informed and self-interested consumers. Capitalism cannot 

be effectively operate without this. However, widening participation and part time WP 

students in particular are often disempowered and uninformed (Le Grand et al., 2008). A 

way to address this may be to increase the information offered to students as consumers 

in a neoliberal marketised system. This would enable them both as individuals and as 

consumers to be co-creators of the definition of the concept, both on an individual and at 

an institutional or even national level. This is the position which the research will attempt 

to take in order to deal in as balanced a way as possible with the concept of resilience. 

 

Mental ill health amongst HE students is of increasing concern to all educational 

institutions, according to the Adult Psychiatric Morbidity Survey (2016), and the 

importance of this to resilience will now be considered. 
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2.2.3 Mental health and the myth of poor resilience 

This section considers how mental ill health can impact on the HE in FE student’s learning 

journey. This is because it can adversely affect the balance of issues in different domains of 

life (Bergmann et al. 2019). This can reduce the ability to be resilient and self-manage 

which are, arguably, key to educational success (Eisenberg et al., 2009).   

  

FEIs have recently indicated increases in student’s self-reported mental ill health across the 

range of provision (AoC, in The Government’s Green Paper, 2018). The Government Green 

Paper: Transforming Children and Young People’s Mental Health Provision (2018) found 

that most mental health disorders begin in adolescence and it may be that they are more 

effectively treated at this developmental stage (Patel. et al., 2007). Increasing levels of 

mental ill health amongst degree students could mean that at any point an exacerbation of 

concurrent issues could lead to a student dropping out of their learning (Hedberg and 

Tone, 2014; Aronin, 2016). By contrast, Baxter (2014:506) suggested that categories of 

disorder between 1990 and 2010 do not support the idea that the prevalence of such 

illnesses is rising. It may be that reporting, and awareness of mental disorder is what has 

increased. It also seems likely that the increase in student numbers since the 1960s when 

one in twenty young people were going to university compared to a rate approaching fifty 

per cent today, has resulted in a proportional rise in mental ill health (Vailes, 2017). 

However, over and above increased participation in Higher Education, and more recently 

than Baxter (2014), The Adult Psychiatric Morbidity Survey reported an increase between 

2007 and 2014 of 14 types of non-psychotic common mental health problems from 25 per 

cent to 39 per cent across the UK population (APMS, 2016). This rise is reflected among 

children and young people (Young Minds, 2017; The Government Green Paper, 2018). This 
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means ensuring appropriate identification, interventions and support within educational 

settings, including Further Education colleges (Eisenburg and Hunt, 2009).  

 

Mental health differences between individuals could be due to biological risk factors and a 

demonstrable link between lower socioeconomic groups and increased risk of mental ill 

health. This link, according to Murphy and Fonagy (2012), can be both a cause and 

consequence of poverty (The Chief Medical Officer’s report 2012; The Mental Health 

Foundation (MHF), 2016).  This suggests that mental ill health may also be a factor in WP 

student drop out from HE in FE because poor mental health correlates with low socio-

economic status and the ability to be a discerning and informed consumer (MHF, 2016).  

 

A HE in FE student’s resilience could be stretched by mental ill health. However, evidence 

from comparisons with the general population at the same age does not support this 

analysis (Blanco et al., 2008; Binnie, 2017). The opposite may also be the case. The focus 

and commitment required in, HE study has a benefit to health for students over their 

lifespan, including benefits of lifelong learning on mental health outcomes (Swain and 

Hammond, 2011). Swain and Hammond (2011) suggested wide ranging benefits of study, 

including reducing obesity and depression. From research on a longitudinal cohort using 

regression analysis involving 145 adults from diverse backgrounds and learning 

experiences, positive psychosocial outcomes included improved efficacy, hope and 

purpose in life, which support improved mental health and societal integration more 

generally (Swain and Hammond, 2011). HEFCE (2017) suggests that graduates have lower 

levels of anxiety and higher levels of wellbeing than non-graduates in the general 
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population. A conclusion could be that for some individuals, attending HE programmes 

may mitigate the risk posed by poor resilience, by providing life focus and the pursuit of a 

goal even in the face of a potential barrier such as mental ill health (Scoffham and Barnes, 

2011; Binnie, 2017).  

 
 
The effort and potential stress inherent in both securing a place on a degree programme 

and staying and achieving the qualification cannot be underestimated. One major 

unanticipated event on top of this commitment, such as a relationship breakdown, or even 

marketisation by FEIs not meeting student expectations, can provide a significant adverse 

stressor to mental health (Blanco et al., 2008; Douglas et al., 2015). However, this kind of 

unusual occurrence also has the potential to derail the HE study of those without pre-

existing mental ill health as well as those who do; it all depends on the resilience of the 

individual concerned. The addition of mental health as a stressor may mean the individual 

is likely to be more susceptible to additional, unforeseen, difficulties such as bereavement 

or unexpected pregnancy (Hedberg and Tone, 2014). Although strength can be built 

through appropriate challenge, a background of mental ill health can increase or mitigate 

the effects of degree level study as a stressor (Neil and Dias, 2001; Binnie, 2017).  

 

In summary, levels of mental health difficulty amongst young people are a growing 

concern to educational professionals and policy makers (Vailes, 2017). They could be 

identified and addressed in the education system, because mental health problems often 

manifest themselves in adolescence (Eisenburg and Hunt, 2009). This presumes that there 

is funding available for GFE colleges to offer the specialist support this group of learners 
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requires, but following more restrictive funding methodology post 2010, this seems less 

likely (McGettigan, 2013).  

 

The last individual factor affecting HE in FE students to be considered in this section is the 

impact that physical ill health can have on the resilience of this cohort of students and 

therefore their ability to complete their programme of study.  

 
 
2.2.4 Physical ill health: a hidden cause of student drop out 

If a student experiences serious personal or familial physical ill health, this could mean they 

withdraw from their degree level study. There seems little written about the impact on a 

student’s likelihood of leaving any post 16 course as a result of their own or familial poor 

health. This gap in current research on physical ill health can put a stressor in one of the 

domains of a student’s life and derail their ability to stay and achieve on their HE in FE 

programme (Hedberg and Tone, 2014; Bergmann et al. 2019).  

 

An individual’s health can be viewed holistically with physical wellbeing impacting on 

emotional and psychological wellbeing (Rose, 2017). Much of the literature regarding 

students and physical ill health seems to focus on supporting the overall wellbeing of 

students and how physical activity can improve mental health (Theodoratou et al., 2016). 

The recent expansion of higher education may have improved student ‘wellbeing’ through 

successful academic achievement for many students. However, it is the minority who leave 

their courses and apparently do not benefit from this positive effect of HE that is the 

concern of this research (Prichard and Wilson, 2003; Rose, 2017).  
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In summary, potential student resilience can set up a chain of events along a student’s 

learning journey in FEIs in either a positive or negative way, to either facilitate staying and 

achieving or leaving and failing (Rutter, 2012). Resilience is a contested concept that may 

be legitimising pressure on students to stay and achieve beyond their ability or desire to do 

so (Garrett, 2015).  

 

In response to the first Research Question, ‘‘What reasons do students give for leaving 

their course before completion?’, the review will now examine the literature related to 

those factors influencing student drop out which are located within FEIs.  

 

2.3 Institutional factors which may influence HE student resilience and retention 

The second overarching factor which challenges students’ resilience in their Higher 

Education study is to do with institutional factors within FEIs. Once a prospective student 

has made the decision to enrol on an HE programme of study, there are many factors 

within the college that may cause difficulty on their subsequent learning journey (Prichard 

and Wilson, 2003). These factors include partial or inappropriate information, advice and 

guidance (IAG) (Bowl, 2001; Willetts, 2017); ineffective teaching and learning pedagogy; 

unsupportive wider college culture; - the impact of attendance policies on WP learners 

(Paisey and Paisey, 2003; Cohen et al., 2011).  

 

The approach taken by this section of the literature review is to consider each new factor 

the student is likely to encounter in the college and whether it could have the potential to 

stress the student’s resilience and be a risk factor for withdrawal. However, this will 
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depend on how the student experiences the identified factors, and how FE colleges may 

respond if there is difficulty (Kuh et al., 2011; Binnie, 2017). The ability of FE colleges to 

respond to student demand or difficulty is likely to be mediated by marketisation policies 

and funding constraints which can limit the resources they have to effectively support 

students (Smith, 2015).  

 

2.3.1 Information, advice, and guidance (IAG) 

The first step on a student’s learning journey from further to higher education is to make 

the decision to study at degree level. Information, advice and guidance could come from a 

variety of sources, both external and internal to FEIs, from careers officers, tutors, family 

and friends. Students may also simply follow an internal progression route from further 

education courses at level 3 within an FE college (Gill, 2016). They could also apply from 

another college, having gained relevant qualifications, known as external progression. 

Some prospective HE in FE students make a poor course choice and drop out because the 

course they want to study is not available and they accept another, which is unsuitable. It 

could be that they do not have enough time to decide before the course starts or they 

make a subjective decision based on how they feel about a particular programme or 

college (Bowl, 2001). 

 
 
Good pre-entry guidance for any student considering a new course of study is important 

and should be a national concern to policy makers. Poor guidance is a reason for the under 

representation of lower socioeconomic groups within degree level courses (Watt and 

Paterson, 2010). However, recent caseload volumes and the changes made to the role of 

careers adviser to focus on performativity in terms of the focus on pre-set targets has 
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limited their ability to support WP students as much as they would wish (Christie, 2015). 

IAG can also vary in quality from one institution to another. In spite of a national standard 

being in place, not all institutions receive that recognition (Matrix, 2021). Funding 

pressures which FE colleges can experience often mean the resources dedicated to IAG are 

sparse. 

 

It is very common for students who have previously studied in Further Education at level 

three to internally progress to HE studies within the same institution. Its popularity is due 

to both familiarity with the institution and advice provided by a tutor they already know, 

who can encourage them to broaden their career horizons by continuing their studies 

(Bathmaker and Thomas, 2009). Many tutors perceive their role in IAG as interviewing 

students in order to assess their suitability to join a particular course of study. Their 

concern is not necessarily to improve the aspirations of WP students. Internal progression 

can also mean that retention is improved because the student is able to transition more 

easily within the same institution, which is less daunting for WP students who value 

familiarity (McGivney, 1996; Bathmaker and Thomas, 2009). However, the assumption, by 

the student, that the same tutor or one with a similar approach will be teaching them, or 

that the course will be delivered in a similar way, may not be realised because of 

timetabling pressure, staffing and subject priorities; this might mean they get frustrated 

and leave.  

 
 
Advice from tutors and staff employed by HE institutions can be due to pressure to recruit 

and lack of knowledge about what effective and impartial IAG may look like, which creates 

a bias towards their own programmes (Willetts, 2017). There is a danger that if IAG is 
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based within FE colleges, the advice students receive may not be impartial but linked to 

courses currently offered by the college and undersubscribed (Willetts, 2017). The tutor 

advising often has limited motivation to suggest an alternative course to a prospective 

student (Bathmaker and Thomas, 2009; DfES, 2006). Bowl (2001) agrees with many of 

Willetts’ (2017) assertions about lack of tutor objectivity in offering course advice and her 

research is persuasive, based on the experiences of 32 non-traditional (or widening 

participant) students.   

 

Poor course decision making could be a result of early closure on a decision about which 

degree courses a student would like to study (Krieshok, 1998). Kidd and Wardman (1999), 

argue that staff must also try to challenge students, so they are not making decisions 

based on the opinions of either staff, or others in their lives (Mitchell and Krumboltz, 1990; 

Krieshok, 1998). Hodkinson and Sparkes (1993) suggest that effective decision making 

would be better supported if students had more time between the end of one course and 

the start of another. Krieshok (ibid) suggests that effective student decision making could 

be supported by the provision of a chance to change courses. However, students are often 

constrained by the existing conventions of course structure, because of current 

government funding methodologies (Sperlinger et al., 2018). There are also likely to be 

institutional objections to course-changing, based on the need to plan resourcing (Kidd and 

Wardman, 1999). Funding constraints since 2010 particularly, mean that margins of 

viability for an FE course are so slight that speculative courses which may not recruit or 

where numbers are uncertain would not be offered. Although longitudinal studies of 

student satisfaction with course choices made recently are not available, there is some 
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evidence to suggest that HE in FE students can end up with qualifications which do not 

seem to underpin their career progression (Lloyd and Griffiths, 2008).  

 
 
To summarise, ineffective, missing, or biased IAG influenced by marketisation and the 

necessity to recruit students, or confidence in the familiarity of the tutor offering advice, 

can mean that students enrol on a programme of study not suited to their needs, which 

make them less likely to continue (Bowl, 2001). The student may not have enough time to 

decide before the start of the course, or the programme the student wants to take is not 

available (Krieshok, 1998; Willetts, 2017). Colleges have said that students on the wrong 

course are likely to experience stress and disengagement which negatively affects their 

resilience and continuation (Watt and Paterson, 2010).  

 

Following IAG and enrolment on the right course, the next stage on a student’s learning 

journey concerns the start of teaching. The significance of these experiences to student 

resilience and how they may have been impacted by marketisation will now be explored in 

the following sections of the review. 

 
 
2.3.2 Teaching adult learners 

There is some evidence that failing to form an effective learning relationship with their 

tutor or peers, or if a student feels a tutor is unreceptive or even hostile to forming an 

effective relationship with them, can mean they lose access to an important source of 

support during their studies (Gill, 2016). An ineffective pedagogy, which does not value an 

adult student’s life experience can also put pressure on student resilience, leading to drop 

out (Gill, 2016). Academic interest in the way adults learn has been fuelled most recently 
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by the marketisation of FE in HE since 1997, which will be discussed more fully in the final 

section of the review (Bynner, 2016).  

 

Assumptions about adult learning have focussed on making up for what was not achieved 

earlier in a student’s educational career, whether at school or college (The Foster Report, 

2005). Knowles’ (1980) original theory of adult learning, ‘andragogy’, is based on what he 

perceived made it possible for adults, as opposed to children, to learn. It is comprised of a 

proposed set of attributes that adult learners possess. McGrath (2009) suggests these 

attributes assume that adults are an amorphous group, rather than individuals. Other 

critics of these assumptions include Merriam (2001) who argues that there are overlaps 

between andragogy and pedagogy because there is no certainty about what constitutes an 

adult learner in terms of age or other characteristics (Rogers and Horrocks, 2010). 

Knowles’ distinction between pedagogy and andragogy seems to be more about confusing 

good and bad teaching methods with specific life stages. This difference in approaches to 

teaching and learning may be spurious since both children and adults have experience and 

values that influence their learning (Taylor and Kroth, 2009).  

 

 
For adult HE in FE students, Illeris (2017) suggests that an effective adult pedagogy takes 

account of the situation in which learning takes place and sees the interaction which brings 

about that learning as being as important as the content itself. Illeris also suggested like 

Rogers (2002) earlier, that successful teaching of adults involves linking current learning to 

validated past experiences of life, work and education, to make it meaningful. Adults’ 

perceptions of whether they can learn are governed by measuring current learning against 
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experience, to see if it fits, because otherwise it can limit what Rogers (2002:79) terms 

their ‘self-horizons’. 

 

Limiting ‘self-horizons’ may mean that if an adult student has a previous experience of 

education that is negative, then as McGivney (1993) suggested, they may be reluctant to 

try again by taking another course because they believe they will not be capable of 

completing it. This may in turn affect an individual’s ‘self-efficacy’, which Bandura (1994) 

defined as an individual’s belief in their ability to achieve. The concepts of self-efficacy and 

resilience seem similar as both depend upon the personal ability to either overcome 

challenge or succumb to adversity (Brown et al., 2001).  

 
 
Adult learning is often conflated with vocational education, certainly in terms of 

Government development of policy (BIS, 2015). This is due in part because the impetus for 

adults to return to education often comes from their need to find, maintain or advance 

their employment opportunities through further training or qualifications (Derrick et al., 

2010). Whilst younger learners may be more inclined to focus on their career and 

education as a motivator, adults are already immersed in the concerns of adulthood, such 

as employment and family responsibilities (Gill, 2016). They may also have a general 

awareness of the challenges and opportunities life can offer, which can often motivate 

them to return to formal learning (Rogers, 2002; Derrick et al., 2010). Subject choice may 

also be important to facilitate career change or broaden their own interests and 

confidence, even if employment is the eventual career goal (Waller, 2006).  
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To sum up, effective adult learning and teaching must be relevant to the students’ 

aspirations and interests and teaching and learning must be seen as a partnership between 

tutor and learner, where the experiences of the student can be drawn into the teaching 

process because it draws upon their life experiences (illeris, 2017). When this does not 

happen, students may get frustrated, become disengaged from their learning and leave.   

 

The exploration of motivations for learning in higher education has an interesting link with 

the marketisation of HE. In NIACE participation studies spanning more than ten years, 

adults in employment consistently reported being more likely to participate in adult 

learning than those outside of employment (NIACE, 2010; Derrick et al., 2010).  This may 

suggest that the more recent HE student focus on education as a ‘commodity’ and a 

means to better employment and a better life, capture the imagination of those who 

adopt the neoliberal ethos of individual self-improvement (Molesworth et al., 2010; Nixon 

et al.,2018). However, it could also be about confidence, aspiration, and information via an 

employer or their workplace.  The last section in the review looks at what the literature 

says about the possible mismatch between teaching and the expectations of students who 

see themselves as consumers; as well as the recent changes to funding part time courses, 

which have reduced the numbers of these learners by 53 per cent since 2008 (UK 

Parliament, House of Commons, 2020) 

 

The other important relationship that could be a protective factor and help support 

student resilience is fellow students.  
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2.3.3 Relationships between students  

Contact with academic peers on HE programmes usually develops into social support and 

is important to student success. This is because it is linked to attributes such as problem 

solving and improved self-efficacy, as well as healthy self-esteem (Ikiz and Cakar, 2010; 

Onyishi and Ogbodo, 2012). Lack of it is linked to possible depression and anxiety (Taylor, 

2011). It is particularly important for younger adult students engaging in HE study to 

establish friendship groups. Christiansen and Bell (2010) found that peer support enabled 

students to cope more effectively with learning challenges and it reduced attrition. 

Paechter et al. (2010) further suggested peer-supported learning could also be linked to 

achievement.  

 

Peer learning has increased in HE level study, partly as a response to financial pressures on 

university funding. It is also a way for students to take greater responsibility for their own 

learning and to support fellow students through ‘reciprocal learning’ (Bourd et al., 2001:2). 

Social support from fellow students is an important part of the HE in FE student’s 

educational experiences (Christiansen and Bell, 2010). Lack of it can mean the student is 

not integrated into an institution and can lose an important source of support when they 

experience difficulties and could make a difference to whether they can be resilient in the 

face of any other difficulties (Gu and Day, 2006; Ford et al., 2015).  

 

Once a student seems to be on the right course, and making learning relationships with 

staff and students, they can sometimes find that the impact of the wider college 

environment still has the potential to derail their learning experiences. 
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2.3.4 The wider college environment 

The wider college environment can influence student retention, especially if not 

experienced as positive and supportive by the student (Kuh et al., 2011). This environment 

includes student support, administration and services such as ICT, libraries, catering or 

cleaning. The significance of these support service networks is often in the relationships 

formed, so the student feels part of the wider college (Thomas, 2002; Wilcox et al., 2005). 

ICT is especially important to ensure students can be effective in using the virtual learning 

environment (VLE) facilities that are vital for course resources and submission of 

assignments. The learning environment needs to be experienced by students as supportive 

of all their course-related needs (Kuh et al., 2011). The way to achieve this is by having as 

small a gap as possible between what the institution says it will do, and what it actually 

does. This can be difficult to achieve if funding is stretched and college managers perceive 

priorities to be elsewhere (Tomlinson, 2014).  

 
 
Students who do not feel integrated into the college, nor able to ask for help from wider 

college services may drop out of their studies (Kuh et al., 2005; Jephcote et al., 2008). 

However, since increased marketisation, particularly after 2010, tutors may lack any real 

power to influence managers to direct resources. Such resources to fix students’ problems 

are scarcer and often focused on measures to ensure compliance with Government 

targets, such as recruitment, attendance and reporting on retention, rather than on 

improving the student experience (Unwin in Derrick et al., 2010). This can create a 

problematic feedback loop for tutors who realise the importance of the support their 

relationship can provide for students, particularly those whose resilience is stretched, but 
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cannot extend their influence far enough to ensure their student receives what they need 

from wider college services.  

 

Students who are dissatisfied with their college experience can feel overwhelmed and their 

overall resilience may be challenged. Often the first sign of student disengagement is 

declining or lack of attendance (Porter, 2008). This important indicator of failing resilience 

is examined next. 

  
 
2.3.5 Attendance, widening participation students and resilience 

The student’s learning journey up to this point entails selecting a course and enrolling, 

meeting their tutors and fellow students and negotiating any difficulties with wider college 

services. If they experience one or more of these factors negatively, then the first sign of 

any dissatisfaction can be poor attendance (Porter, 2008; O’Donnell, 2009). This can 

impact on the student’s ability to learn and achieve on their programme of study. Because 

of rising student numbers, the attendance expectations of HE in FE study may place 

additional pressure on adult and WP cohort students (Brehoney and Deem, 2005).  

 

Attendance can be both a symptom and a cause of drop out. Poor attendance can lead to a 

spiral of difficulty that will increasingly impact on student resilience as they miss content 

that would underpin future study. They give up because the work and effort required to 

‘catch up’ feels too great. On the other hand, poor attendance can be a ‘disengagement 

strategy’ and can often lead to declining commitment to the course and to withdrawal 

(O’Donnell, 2009:753). The reason for a student’s poor attendance may be the same as the 

one that eventually precipitates withdrawal. Although this may not always be the case, 
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attendance issues are often a kind of ‘fanfare’ for the severity of the issue to come 

(O’Donnell, 2009). It could be the case that some students experience a personality 

dissonance between their own attendance behaviour and the expectation of study at 

degree level. Conscientiousness is suggestive of good attendance, whereas students with 

neurotic and argumentative dispositions are less likely to attend well (Lounsbury et al., 

2004). This leaves FEIs in the position of needing more information to enable targeted 

assistance for students who appear to be at greater risk of poor attendance. However, 

assessing their personality type to establish that risk may well be problematic, intrusive 

and could raise ethical concerns.  

 

 

The justification given to students for good attendance is because it is an employer 

expectation (Roebothan, 2015). The reality is that only a minority of conscientious 

students manage attendance and many still do well on their courses (Paisey and Paisey, 

2003). The expectation of many colleges, expressed in published material, is that student 

attendance on degree programmes should be 100 per cent. Although HE provision is 

monitored by the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) one of the 

peculiarities of HE in FE is that the HE provision tends to be subject to the same quality 

processes which govern FE, usually derived from Ofsted, who expect ‘a strong focus on 

attendance’ for adult learners (Ofsted, 2019:50). This is probably because good attendance 

tends to correspond with achievement (Colby, 2004; Newman-Ford et al., 2008). This 

policy is likely to be disadvantage the, often part time, adult students studying HE in FE 

because family and employment commitments may limit their attendance (Burd and 

Hodgson, 2006). Sperlinger et al. (2018) argues that college attendance policies need to 
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adapt to the requirements of adult students who need more flexibility in their learning. 

Older students sometimes believe they can make up for missed lectures, but they can 

overestimate their ability to do this (Colby, 2004).  Superficial engagement with the course 

can mask genuine issues of vulnerability to drop out (Burd and Hodgson, 2006).  

 

Prediction tools, such as McClukie’s (2014) have suggested it is possible to determine the 

likelihood of students withdrawing. His suggestion is that 75 per cent attendance is a 

predictor of withdrawal and 75-85 per cent attendance is the optimum intervention point. 

It is an interesting proposition but contrasts with Colby’s (2004) ‘70 per cent rule’ which 

suggests a two in three chance of failing and a four in five chance of not getting a first or 

upper second-class degree. These tools may be applicable across institutions, but further 

research in HE in FE would be needed, particularly because there seems to be no definitive 

agreement regarding the level at which poor attendance would trigger concern. 

Consistently declining attendance or complete absence is a much more significant 

indicator of student dissatisfaction and therefore a retention risk (Porter, 2008; O’Donnell, 

2009). 

 

It could be postulated that by the time a student reaches the point of being noticeable as 

vulnerable through poor attendance, it may be too late to prevent their withdrawal. A 

better approach may be to maintain regular and positive contact between the student and 

the FEI throughout (Rovai, 2002). This could be via a ‘motivational messaging system’ 

(Visser, 1998:2). Originally developed by Visser for distance learning, it could be 

transferable to HE in FE students by using text messaging systems, which are often already 

used for marketing and could be extended to be more proactive rather than reactive (Park 
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et al., 2011). The most successful intervention strategies are often those which focus on a 

whole college approach, which includes all teaching and support staff, and the 

requirement that they need to be directly supportive of the student experience (Park et al., 

2011).  

 

In conclusion, assessing the significance of attendance as an indicator of student 

withdrawal from HE in FE study is problematic. The use of attendance levels per se as a 

reliable indicator of student engagement with their course is unreliable. Widening 

participation students may have good reasons for erratic or poor attendance including 

employment and home responsibilities (Paisey and Paisey, 2003; Burd and Hodgson, 

2006). It may be that notice should be taken when there is a change in attendance pattern, 

a decline from erratic attendance or increasing absence in a usually regularly attending 

student. This seems a more reliable indicator of possible drop out (Porter, 2008; O’Donnell, 

2009).  

 

To summarise this section: to complete a successful learning journey, students must 

negotiate IAG (Watt and Paterson, 2010). Then teaching and learning strategies are 

needed which match their expectations and build upon their previous educational 

experiences (Illeris, 2017). Positive relationships with student peers and support from the 

wider college environment in times of difficulty are key to ensuring that students stay on 

their course (Kuh et al., 2011; Ford et al., 2015).  Poor attendance should be taken as both 

an indicator of student vulnerability and a possible cause of student drop out, if it is 

persistent (O’Donnell, 2009). This success must be achieved against a backdrop of reduced 

funding which can disempower staff and wider college services who are experiencing 
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stress to their ability to cope and be resilient, due to lack of time and administrative 

expectations which staff report have also increased since 2010 (Gleeson, 2005; Tomlinson, 

2014). 

 
 
Government policy, marketisation and how it impacts on widening participation cohorts, 

such as those at Northsall College, will be explored in this last section. It concerns those 

factors which are external to FEIs, but which can also impact student resilience through 

their HE in FE experiences.  

 
 
2.4 The policy context and external factors which may influence resilience and retention 

This section of the review will examine the third overarching factor, which can be 

important to student retention for HE in FE students. It concerns recent governmental 

policies and the way in which neoliberalism and marketisation has changed the experience 

of HE students through loans and contributions to fees (Tomlinson, 2014). This has 

fundamentally impacted on the relationship between tutor and student. Students 

increasingly view themselves as consumers of degrees as a product, rather than valuing 

learning and independent study which was formerly fundamental to HE (Maringe, 2006). 

Despite government commitment to WP agendas, non-traditional learners seem to have 

fared poorly as, being part-time learners who now experience fewer available courses 

(Sperlinger et al., 2018). This has happened against a backdrop of greater auditability in HE, 

following the beginning of the coalition Government policy of ‘austerity’ in 2010 (Hodgson, 

2015).  
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This section will start with an overview of the background to a neoliberal approach to HE 

funding and how that has affected widening participation in Higher Education in the UK 

over the years since The Robbins Report (1963), which was the beginning of Governmental 

concern about the lack of diversity amongst those students who entered HE in the UK. 

 
 
2.4.1 A neoliberal agenda and non-compulsory education  

All social administration, including that of education, takes place within a framework of the 

current political landscape within the country in which it is located. In the UK, by the 

1970s, the soaring cost of social welfare programmes, introduced post war, coupled with a 

world recession, led to Margaret Thatcher’s re-interpretation of the political meta 

narrative of collectivism that had dominated since the second world war. The oil crisis-

induced world recession brought into doubt the post war consensus that the ruling 

government should manage the economy to maintain employment. Providing 

interventions, such as education, - to improve life for individuals, free at the point of 

delivery, was no longer taken for granted (George and Miller, 2013).  From the doubt 

which developed in the 1970s about the efficacy of a collectivist approach in a time of 

economic crisis, Thatcher forged the ‘new right’ which effectively meant ’a small 

government’ approach and included more limited public spending on social welfare, 

including education (Armingeon and Bonoli, 2006). This neoliberalism offered a way to 

curb public spending by overturning the collectivist consensus and appealed to the 

individualist tendencies among the majority of voters who supported the ‘new right’ 

approach, advocating that people could forge their own destinies through individual 

enterprise, endeavour and financial reward. 
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Since the 1992 Further and Higher Education Act which made colleges into incorporated 

institutions, there have been a variety of funding streams within an individual college 

(Dhillon et al., 2008). The most important is ‘core funding’ via the government agencies 

such as the Further Education Funding Council (FEFC). The name has changed several times 

and since 2017, the FEFC is now the Education and Skills Funding Agency, and part of the 

Department for Education (DfE). Incorporation created centralised government control, 

but it also created quasi markets, which meant colleges became target-driven and in 

competition with nearby education providers. Colleges and other education and training 

providers, now directly funded by government, are part of the civil service structure and 

are answerable, ultimately to the secretary of state. Short- or long-term funding incentives 

or disincentives initiate changes to practice within FEIs (Gleeson, 2005). For HE, the main 

funding is from The ESFA or HEFCE, later the Office for Students (OfS) who give instruction 

to higher education and further education providers (Hill and Irving, 2009). In this study 

the term ‘Government’ refers to the funding agencies that have responsibility for FE and 

HE. To ensure FEIs are adequately funded, as calculated per capita and by programme; 

they need to enrol enough students (Smith, 2007b). As previously mentioned, the funding 

methodology ruled that students who leave the course before completion incur a penalty 

of 50 per cent less funding (GOV.UK, 2015, updated 2018).  

 
 
Following the financial crash of 2008-9, the Coalition government formed in 2010 saw the 

solution to public spending, which had precipitated this difficulty, as a period of financial 

‘austerity’. The result was reduced funding, not least to FEIs, and an even greater 

accountability for the money which was allocated. In turn, neoliberalism became even 

more dominant, influenced by quasi-marketisation, and FE colleges hastened the 
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progression to business orientated cultures. The result of this is that monitoring of student 

retention became even more active by pastoral tutors and often led to persuading 

students that completing a course was in their best interests. This was an argument even 

more supported after 1998, by appealing to the student’s commitment to pay for courses 

through a student loan. For some students, post compulsory education has never been 

exclusively about completing a course and achieving a qualification but rather about self-

improvement. The assumption of the automatic pursuit of a qualification through 

education is an invention of an economically focussed government who want tangible 

outcomes for the resources they are providing (Hodgson, 2015).  

 

 
2.4.2 Widening participation From Robbins to Dearing  

The focus on widening participation (WP) has a long history. Concern over the lack of social 

diversity apparent in the student cohort entering higher education was beginning to be 

apparent by the 1950s. The UK’s historic practice of competition for university places and 

restriction of entry; based on merit, fostered the notion of scholarship and elitism 

(Willetts, 2017). This legacy was in contrast to many other countries who based 

admittance on an entry standard, rather than on competition. The impetus for the 

expansion of higher education in the 1960s came from concerns that too few graduates 

could mean a shortage of skills and an inability to remain competitive in the international 

economic arena (Burke, 2012). At this time, as few as one in twenty of the UK population 

attended a higher education course (Vignoles and Murray, 2016). In 1963 the Robbins 

report recommended the expansion of HE from 8 per cent to 17 per cent by 1980 (Burke, 

2012).  
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The central issue for Robbins, as it is for all who want to see an expansion of participation 

in higher education, is that it meant allowing diversity within HE to expand beyond people 

who meet the traditional entry criteria of the university. At this early stage of increasing 

participation, there was no suggestion of HEIs adapting their culture and environment to 

support widening participation (MacDonald and Stratta, 2001). Initial widening 

participation policies therefore meant diversification within competitive criteria that 

favoured middle class males into what Vignoles and Murray (2016) term, ‘bright poor’ and 

they were closely followed by, presumably, ‘bright’ women. The main barrier to what has 

been termed the ‘massification’ of higher education was financial (Donnelly and Evans, 

2019). The solution, according to the Dearing Report in 1997, was for students to 

contribute to paying for their education, a policy seemingly juxtaposed with the notion of 

WP students as underprivileged in a variety of ways, not least, economically (Bennett, 

2010). Dearing (Ibid) made specific recommendations that there should be allowance 

made for the poorest. Education as a collectivist responsibility is at odds with, HE in a quasi 

marketised system. Neoliberal assumptions of HE students as empowered consumers is 

incompatible with WP students who are often less empowered or informed within the 

market system (Le Grand et al., 2008).  

 

This polarisation in UK HE plays out most visibly in the difference between Russell group 

and ‘other’ universities. There are differences in fee level with the 24 universities 

collectively known as the Russell group, which command the highest fees in the sector. 

They represent universities within the UK who regard themselves as having outstanding 

teaching and learning facilities, and links with industry. Although self-recruiting, the 

restricted entry is an indication of elite status (Younger et al., 2019). The financial 
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implications for any institutions successfully engaging WP cohorts could also cause a 

polarisation of applications to universities resulting in working-class students being less 

likely to choose Russell Group universities (Reay et al., 2001b). The Further and Higher 

Education Act in 1992 meant polytechnics became universities and these ‘new’ universities 

were more likely to attract WP students as they had a background in vocational courses 

which supported the expansion of progression to, HE. However, the Russell Group 

universities seem to have undermined this through elitism. Recent indications are that the 

inequalities which had originally led to the lower numbers of students participating in HE 

had merely seemed to transfer inequality to the types of universities attended (Younger et 

al., 2019).  

 

Widening participation has its roots in social justice and equality, but the notion of an 

easily identified WP cohort is contestable.  It is this confusion that will now be explored. 

 
 
2.4.3 Does Widening Participation exist? 

Research on student retention in post compulsory education still suggests students who 

drop out of study in the UK have a different WP profile to those who complete (McGivney, 

1996; Bathmaker and Thomas, 2009). It may be that society and what leads up to 

individuals acquiring entry requirements, which is causing underrepresentation in higher 

education, rather than what is happening within HE institutions themselves (Gorard, 2007). 

Gorard (2007) questions whether WP really exists and argues that if it does, it may not be 

easy to identify. Gorard based his evidence for this on a statistical analysis of UK HE 

participation rates which, he argues, are difficult to evaluate authoritatively, due to 

incompatibility between data sets to make even a simple comparison between the 
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characteristics of individuals in HE and those in the general population. Ideas about what 

constitutes WP students are continuing to evolve. It has been suggested, for example, that 

ethnicity and gender were becoming as important as work position or social class as those 

described as WP (Gorard, 2007). Underrepresented groups could be lacking cultural capital 

and as narrowly defined as ‘mainly white, working class males’ (Smit, 2012). It may be 

more accurate to suggest that WP is more akin to a concept, rather than a narrowly 

defined group of clearly identifiable people. It might be reasonable to wonder why, despite 

the difficulties alluded to, the use of the term persisted and why it is still used by a variety 

of government agencies. This is possibly because it serves a useful purpose and offers a 

‘short-hand’ descriptor of a complex concept. Widening participation 'initiatives' can 

deflect more fundamental questions about whether HE has much impact on social mobility 

or social equity. Whether widening participation exists or not in theory, or in policy 

rhetoric, what is clear is that; despite the amount of research into WP, there has actually 

been little movement in class mobility over the last fifty years (Lynch, 2006: Donnelly and 

Evans, 2019).  

 
 
The term widening participation or variations of it to denote under-representation or poor 

inclusion, persists. It is used by a variety of governmental agencies such as UCAS (2017), 

Education and Skills Funding Agency and the Office for Students (OfS). It is also measured 

by The Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) by using indices such as low participation 

areas (POLAR) and ‘under representation by area’ (TUNDRA) as well as the distribution of 

the disabled students’ allowance and the numbers of students entering higher education 

from state schools (HESA, 2020). The Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) produces 
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performance indicators that denote how successful, or otherwise, a HE institution has 

been in attracting what they define as underrepresented or WP students.  

 

For the purposes of this research, the most suitable working definition, carrying the caveat 

of doubt about the efficacy of the term, would seem to be that provided by the 

government briefing paper provided by Cornell-Smith and Hubble (2018). They suggest 

widening participation within higher education should focus on the following groups of 

potential, and currently under- represented learners:  

…disadvantaged backgrounds, lower income households, care-leavers, mature 
students, disabled students and students from some ethnic groups… 
 (Cornell-Smith and Hubble, 2018:4) 

 
 

Although it is important to note that any definition of WP is only one definition which, 

despite being from official sources and in current use, as Gorard (2007) suggested, may 

be situated upon the shifting sands of the way in which data is collected.  Widening 

participation, as a concept of social justice, is likely to be impacted upon by the UK 

education system which, as the very existence of Russell Group universities 

demonstrates, is still a microcosm of society. Thus, the degree of equity which is or can 

be experienced by many within it who are disadvantaged in terms of cultural and social 

capital will be constrained (Bourdieu 1986; Smit, 2012). It is this possible cultural and 

social discord between home life and study which many WP students face in 

undertaking HE study that will now be examined. 
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2.4.4 Community, first generation HE and under representation in Higher Education 

The characteristics of groups under-represented within the post compulsory education 

system, such as those who are first generation, higher education or continuing students 

can be significant to the widening of participation in HE (McGivney, 1996; Gayle et al., 

2002).  Widening participation students experience a legacy of social and economic 

barriers, all of which have been overcome for them to reach the point of starting their 

degree programme (Kennedy, 1997). Indeed, the high levels of achievement at FE colleges 

suggest that these obstacles are not insurmountable (Hubble et al., 2019). However, Reay 

et al. (2001a) suggested that working class students can feel a dissonance between their 

home life and their educational aspirations which can be severe enough for them to drop 

out of their studies.  This means that they may need greater resilience in order to study, 

than learners who are viewed as more traditional participants in HE. Reay et al. (2001a) 

term it an ‘institutional habitus’ which conflict sociologists like Reay et al. and Bourdieu 

(1986) would argue is influenced by the middle-class milieu of the college, created by staff 

within it, which can seem alien to WP cohorts who start with little or no access to what 

Bourdieu (1986:243) terms, ‘capital’. Such students are seeking to increase it via the 

attainment of educational qualifications. A by-product of this could be that they also 

increase their social capital or societal connections as well through the relationships 

formed at FEIs. A partial absorption of the identity of ‘student’ leading to their poor 

integration within a HE environment may mean the individual feels they neither fit in as a 

‘student’ nor at home with family and friends (Reay et al., 2001a). This perspective focuses 

very much on a deficit model and suggests WP students are not accessing education 

because they are lacking social capital (Smit, 2012). Smit suggests that HEIs should be 
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considering how to adapt to the needs of WP students, rather than potential new students 

adapting to HE environments.  

 
 
Another factor in under-representation could be the possible barrier of previous 

participation. Prospective HE students with no familial history of HE are less likely to study 

for a degree themselves (ESFA, 2017). ‘First generation HE’ as a factor may be best 

understood, like the concept of WP, more in terms of the overall picture of social 

advantage or disadvantage which pervades the life of an individual student, a case of 

privilege in one area being indistinguishable from privilege in another (Glover et al., 2002).  

 
 
First generation HE study is a dimension of social capital because of the networks available 

to students via their own or close friends and family contacts (Forsythe and Adams, 2004). 

This suggests that any experience of or allegiance to a graduate identity is secondary to 

family or socioeconomic status as a determinant of degree level study (Gorard and Smith, 

2006; BIS, 2015).   

 

According to the department of Business Innovation and Skills, (2015), FEIs are especially 

good at mitigating the intimidation that a HEI can have for working class students and have 

been very successful in developing the skills and qualifications of WP cohorts (BIS, 2014).  

FEIs may be good at engaging WP students, but they are often frustrated in their efforts to 

do this by governmental funding and accountability strategies. Current funding takes little 

account of the additional recruitment and support activities which are needed by HE 

institutions to both attract and retain WP students (Brehoney and Deem, 2005; Sperlinger 

et al., 2018). These difficulties seem to speak to Bernstein’s (1970) memorable quote that 
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‘education cannot compensate for society’.  This assertion may have been aimed at 

compulsory education, but it seems just as relevant today to HE and recent attempts to 

widen participation.  

 

Changes in funding methodology for students since The Browne Report (2010) have been a 

disincentive to part time study for both students and institutions which have 

disproportionately affected WP cohort students (Watt and Paterson, 2010).  It is this 

worrying decline that will now be explored. 

 

 
2.4.5 Funding for part-time and widening participation students. 

Nationally, the number of part time students have fallen by 57 per cent since 2010 (HESA, 

2018). The situation, particularly for part-time HE students who are often WP learners, is 

not an improving one since the advent of austerity in 2010 (Sperlinger et al., 2018). There 

are a number of reasons for declining part time student numbers. The financial 

implications for HEIs and FEIs of admitting WP and part time learners, include additional 

activities such as admissions interviewing (AoC, 2018). Level 3 Further Education evening 

classes are open access routes to HE but are more likely to attract lower numbers of 

students and are therefore vulnerable to the course being discontinued. This may 

disadvantage WP students who are more often found in evening classes because of family 

and employment responsibilities. This means that WP students are likely to lose access to 

foundation courses which will develop their academic skills and they are therefore less 

likely to progress to HE and more likely to drop out of their courses if they do (Sperlinger et 

al., 2018).  
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Government rhetoric has encouraged widening participation for part time students since 

the Browne Report (2010) and it is still in evidence with strategies such as ‘fast track’ 

degrees (Fazackerley, 2017). However, it seems counterproductive for HE institutions to 

adapt to the needs of WP cohorts which will disadvantage them in terms of national 

statistics and comparisons, and which may also influence future recruitment (Burke, 2012).  

 As far back as 2006, in a review for HEFCE, Gorard and Smith (2006) suggested that 

universities most successful with WP students are also at risk of having the highest dropout 

rates.  

 

The benefits of engaging and meeting the needs of adult learners are multiple. They are 

more motivated and more likely to complete their studies and obtain better degrees than 

younger students (Pryjmachuk et al., 2009). It could also be argued that failure to provide 

for older students is a failure to facilitate lifelong learning. This would seem to be 

contradictory to the Government’s policy of upskilling the population and widening 

participation in education (Cornell-Smith and Hubble, 2018). This is also likely to affect the 

ability of industry to operate effectively by ensuring there is a supply of the right skills and 

at the level needed at any given time (Schuller and Watson, 2007).  

 

There were already barriers to HE access, faced by WP students from disadvantaged 

socioeconomic groups, such as aversion to debt accrual, which mean they are more likely 

to be discouraged from applying and sustaining their study on HE courses for financial 

reasons (Callender and Jackson, 2008). The focus within neoliberalism has been on well 

informed and self-interested individuals and there seems little consideration whether 

these 'ideal consumers' are more or less likely to withdraw if they come from a WP or non-
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traditional background. Nor has there been consideration of what the implication is of 

finding themselves involved in what can be seen as a less than satisfactory 'product’, in this 

case HE in FE. New funding regimes after 2010 favoured younger, full time HE students 

and larger classes, which are therefore more resource efficient (Maringe, 2006). The 

introduction of adult learning loans for pre-HE in FE qualifications could have the same 

financial disincentive for older students who wish to study at degree level (AoC, 2018). 

 
 
There were also concerns that the introduction of fees would mean widening participation 

students are even less likely to apply for HE study (Bennett, 2010). Callender’s (1999) 

research in Further Education, based on a multistage sample of 80 colleges and 1000 

students within them, found that colleges believe financial hardship is a significant factor in 

the retention of students. Callender’s Interviews with students provided some support for 

this as 56 per cent of the 2 in 5 who had considered dropping out cited this as a reason. It 

has to be noted, however, her research took place before the introduction of loans was 

properly felt and could be attributable to perception rather than reality. On the other 

hand, in an environment of student loans, it is possible that financial hardship is even more 

significant in analysis of student drop-out. 

 

An alternative view to financial hardship being the overwhelming reason for widening 

participation student withdrawal from HE studies, comes from a governmental briefing 

paper in which Cornell-Smith and Hubble, (2018) suggest declining representation in HE is 

about social grouping rather than financial hardship. Younger white males and older 

students are declining in numbers, rather than those from ethnic minority backgrounds or 

those with a disability who had increased in participation between 2009 and 2015. Yorke 
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and Thomas (2003) conducted research with six HEIs in the UK that were high performing 

in the retention and completion of their WP students. This significant study also suggested 

that culture and policy, rather than funding, are central to why WP students withdraw 

from study. Davies’ (2000) review of research in the Further Education sector for the 

Further Education Development Agency (FEDA), also challenged the view that financial 

issues alone are key to student participation and retention. Thomas’s (2002) case study of 

a HEI proving successful in terms of WP performance indicators, noted that students cope 

with high levels of debt if they feel supported by the HEI. Davies (2000) also noted that if 

students are satisfied generally with their study experience, they will be resilient against 

any financial difficulty. It appears that the use of funding to explain issues around WP 

under engagement in HE seems convenient, rather than supported with evidence from 

research.   

 

In summary, Martinez (2001) noted that prior to 1991 factors external to colleges were 

assumed to be key to a student’s leaving their course of study. Later, Gorard (2007) 

suggested finance is less important to HE student retention than factors within HE 

institutions themselves. The truth may lie somewhere in the middle as the culture and fee 

levels of many HEIs may be discouraging widening participation students whereas FEIs who 

offer HE are, on balance, a little more successful at providing a welcoming environment for 

WP students. WP students may require less personal resilience to overcome the 

dissonance of study at an institution, which seems unfamiliar (Reay et al., 2005; ESFA, 

2017). However, these same institutions may experience difficulty in providing appropriate 

support to WP students due to funding scarcity and accountability measures in the post 

2010 austerity era. 
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Marketisation can mean a mismatch of expectations between the subjective, individual 

student’s perceptions about what they should be receiving from FE colleges. This policy 

will now be examined in terms of the pressure it can place on the HE in FE student 

resilience, that can lead to dissatisfaction and withdrawal.  

 
 
2.4.6 Marketisation and student expectations 

After 2010, austerity funding measures meant it became increasingly difficult for colleges 

to stretch their funding to cover teaching, learning and support adequately, and in trying 

to do so resourcing FE became like a tablecloth that was just too small to cover the table. 

As previously mentioned, quasi-markets, under a neoliberal agenda, change the very 

nature of Higher Education as a public endeavour (LeGrand et al., 2008). Molesworth et al. 

(2010) suggest that the change is as much ideological and political as it is economic. This 

means students are potentially caught between two narratives. On the one side, the belief 

in education for social betterment which fits a collectivist endeavour; and on the other, the 

prevailing neoliberal Government agenda which, since 1979, has seen education as a 

contribution to economic prosperity but has also recast it as individualist with students as 

consumers having the responsibility to ensure they receive value for money as they see it 

(Brown and Carasso, 2013).  However, this assumes that prospective students are able to 

see themselves as informed consumers and are also in possession of enough information 

about the education system to choose effectively. If either is not in place, then student 

resilience may be stretched and contribute to poor retention. This could be a vicious circle 

for WP students who are likely to be the least informed and empowered. 

  



An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

66 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Marketisation brings with it the perception of students as having ‘paid’ for a good degree 

and expect any and all support they need to achieve it (Gleeson, 2005). This has led to a, 

presumably unintended, consequence of marketisation as a change in the ethos of 

education, from one which challenges students’ opinions and perceptions to one which 

comprehensively supports the student’s own view, ‘Degrees can be bought; an 

understanding of the discipline cannot’ (Molesworth et al. (2010:5). In this climate, it is a 

short step to trying to ensure student numbers by marketing courses as overly supportive 

or less demanding, than many may perceive.  

 

The position of marketised students was reinforced following the Foster Report (2005) as 

their role was bolstered as key stakeholders. This should have created a personalised, 

student-centred experience, through consultation (Hall, 2017). Knowledge which is 

available to other players in the system, such as college managers and Government, may 

not necessarily be made available to students and may even be actively withheld (Le Grand 

et al., 2008). This means that an FEIs can be placed in the awkward position of being little 

better than an unscrupulous salesman. Student feedback often focuses on increasing 

resources, both teaching and physical, with the reasonable assumption that what they 

have been told by Government and through student engagement strategies - that 

enhanced resources are both possible and reasonable. The reality is that this is likely to be 

at odds with the Education and Skills Funding Agency emphasis on accountability and 

efficiency (ESFA, 2017). Insufficient resources can leave students understandably 

disappointed and disillusioned.  
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As more powerful players, FE managers often make college policy decisions, which can 

affect the student experience and may impact on student satisfaction with their study 

(Clewes, 2003). The implications of this will now be examined. 

 
 
2.4.7 Marketisation, tutor identity and the FE managers’ dilemma 

It is becoming increasingly difficult for HE in FE tutors to reconcile traditional Higher 

Education teaching values, such as fostering independent learners, with marketised 

students’ own expectation to be supported consumers (Lowe and Cook, 2003). Students 

may now be unfamiliar with HE learning expectations such as background reading and note 

taking (Palfreyman and Temple, 2017). Tutors find consumerist students can sometimes 

expect excessive scaffolding, which is Bruner’s (in Hammond and Gibbons, 2005) term for 

support handed out to a learner to enable them to achieve the task which has been set for 

them, rather than enabling them to complete it independently (Glassman, 2001). This is 

alongside the need for WP students to be able to assimilate skills more quickly to ensure 

higher rates of achievement because of the tightening of accountability post 2010 

(Leathwood and O’Cornell, 2003; Tomlinson, 2014). FE managers may respond to this by 

encouraging greater tutor support as they are anxious to secure a maximum number of 

student achievements. Such achievements will ultimately translate into more funding and 

better positions in national league tables, such as the National Student Survey, in turn this 

enables marketing opportunities for future students and encourages more applications 

(Lea et al., 2003). However, tutor workloads may mean reduced ability to meet both the 

manager and student expectation of individualised support (Tomlinson, 2014). 
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In FEIs, the perception is that tutors in HEIs prioritise their professional identity and 

research (Taylor, 2008). There is an expectation placed on HE in FE tutors to not only 

teach, but also to engage in scholarly activity (Feather, 2010). When this academic identity 

is prioritised, availability to students can be reduced and this can be at odds with teaching 

and the fostering of a relationship with students (Oxford, 2008). However, Lumby (2009) 

suggests that the reality is that tutors within HEIs are themselves experiencing dissonance 

from the Research Excellence Framework (REF) and Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) 

which ensures a divide between those who mainly research and those who predominantly 

teach, with teaching, at least prior to the TEF, often being viewed as the poor relation 

(Gunn, 2017). Although some FEIs who deliver HE are doing research, it is usually small 

scale and rarely externally funded. The status attached to research is less significant in FEIs 

as it concerns so few members of staff.  

 

Financial pressures arising from increasing marketisation mean that any perceived gaps in 

the teaching approaches between HEIs and FEIs could well be narrowing (Lumby, 2009). 

Clegg (2008) suggests that in HEIs academic and pastoral roles are now much more fluid 

and possibly closer to the traditional, further education approach to teaching, which is to 

emphasise the importance of relationships between students and staff as a key factor in 

successful study (Salisbury et al., 2006; Jephcote et al., 2008). The implications of this are 

that HE in FE may lose some of its advantage in facilitating a different learning experience 

for WP students, and the HE student market could become relatively generic with 

comparable teaching provision across HEIs and FEIs. The main difference would then be in 

cost. However, The Auger Review (2019) has recently recommended the capping of 
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university fees at £7500 and, if implemented, it may well remove this difference between 

HE provision within the two sectors. 

 
 
In a marketised education system, HE in FE students often expect to have a high level of 

teaching and individual contact time with tutors (Lea et al., 2003). Glogowska et al. 

(2007:63) suggest managers must make decisions, regarding which ‘pull or push’ factor is 

the strongest.  Further Education college managers are left with trying to accommodate 

the conflicting requirements of the ESFA, the OfS and the students themselves who all 

want more for less, but with differing priorities regarding what value for money might look 

like. The FE manager must negotiate a path between the need for efficiency and ensuring 

students have an adequate learning experience. Tutors impacted by funding decisions 

may, in turn, agree with dissatisfied students but may also be disempowered by years of 

compliance sanctions and so are less able to objectively assess the implications (Smith, 

2015). This is unfortunate, as staff opinions about learning matters can contribute to the 

future prosperity of FEIs but they are too often left isolated if they disagree with managers 

(Unwin in Derrick et al., 2010).  

 

This can lead to a situation in which managers, staff and students may all disagree with the 

ethics of a funding decision and are essentially all feeling the effects of an anti-collectivist, 

quasi marketised approach to higher education, but it is left to managers to weigh up the 

need for efficiency against the possibility of the college’s financial unsustainability in this 

political climate. HE in FE tutors are in the middle of potentially conflicting expectations 

from research or teaching to pastoral or academic support functions (Kandiko and Mawer, 

2013). These conflicting demands of a marketised system can play out within the student 
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experience and can lead to student disengagement from study due to factors beyond their 

control. Douglas et al., (2015) found that it was individual encounters which usually 

determine the student experience of a HE institution. For example, poor resourcing of key 

services like information technology or reducing tutor time and attention can provoke 

disillusionment and stress beyond individual student resilience. 

 

Student satisfaction, as evidenced through the National Student Survey, can affect 

institutional recruitment and therefore financial viability (Brehoney and Deem, 2005; Bates 

and Kaye, 2014).  The role which marketisation may play in driving student dissatisfaction 

will now be examined. 

 

2.4.8 Marketisation as a possible driver of student disengagement 

Thanks to greater access to performance indicators, student expectations may have been 

informed by a number of official sources, including published data such as key information 

sets (KIS data), league tables and the national student survey (NSS); as well as publicity 

materials such as a prospectus or website. They may also have been influenced informally 

by personal experience of college from their prior studies or family and friends (Gorard and 

Smith, 2006). This information is intended to empower student choice of HE programmes 

and assert their ability to make active choices as consumers in a marketised education 

system (Tomlinson, 2014; Bates and Kaye, 2014). However, maximising funding does not 

necessarily require either Higher or Further Education to become a market. Marketisation 

can sometimes be used as shorthand for management cultures, targets and an ethos that 

somehow the private sector is better than the public. In this climate, 'efficiency' could be 

used to justify cuts. 
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Another difficulty is that the marketisation process has not been static. Pressures have 

been brought about by the gradual reduction in funding and increase in regulatory control 

up to 2010 and the subsequent more dramatic reductions as a result of the Government 

policy of ‘austerity’ (Hodgson et al., 2015). The student’s perception of power and choice 

over study due to their payment of fees is in reality, limited (Molesworth et al, 2010). They 

have some ability to exert pressure for piecemeal adjustments to provision through 

student forums and feedback mechanisms, such as, module and course evaluations or the 

NSS. However, they do not hold the lion’s share of power to create change; that rests with 

Government policy but it still has to be implemented by colleges, governors, senior 

management teams and line managers. In this environment, students can feel disillusioned 

and possibly powerless and there can be a perception of poor ‘value for money’ with their 

course simply because they expected to be able to have more of a say about how and 

what is provided (Clewes, 2003). As well as a mismatch between what they thought they 

had ‘bought’ and what they received. Molesworth et al. (2010) suggests that this kind of 

situation is further exacerbated in a marketised education system by the media who 

encourage students and their parents to complain and frame HEIs and FEIs as the focus of 

that dissatisfaction. This effectively deflects blame from the Government and even anti-

collectivism itself as holding any possible responsibility.  Students in this position may then 

leave the course to transfer to institutions whose course offering is perceived to be more 

reliable (Clewes, 2003). The reality is that all FEIs are subject to the same neoliberal 

funding regimes which led to the initial dissatisfaction, and therefore their experience may 

be different but is unlikely to be much improved overall.  
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This has left HE in FE in an impossible situation as it tries to meet the expectations of 

students who are not always certain of exactly what those expectations are, and which 

vary from student to student (Tomlinson, 2014; Bates and Kaye, 2014). Smith (2015) 

suggests that it is not only students who have become self-interested. FE colleges and 

indeed members of staff are finding they have to shift their own personal philosophies 

from encouraging independent learners and education being front and centre, to innovate 

and meet the needs of increasingly dependent learners. This has to be achieved in an 

environment in which the educational values of staff are not always widely shared by 

managers. This mismatch in expectation can mean a student becomes disengaged from 

their studies by placing too much pressure on their resilience and dropping out of their HE 

in FE course. 

 
 
Employers can be important to HE in FE. The Government policy as set out in the BIS 

workforce strategy (2014) expects FE colleges to provide students with skills employers 

need. The realities of bringing this about are complex and can cause stress to student 

resilience when the needs of students, FEIs and employers are misaligned. This will be 

examined in the next section of the review. 

 
 
2.4.9 Employer influence through the student’s learning journey 

Employers are encouraged to have an influence on students’ experience in an FE college. 

This includes HE in FE because the purpose of many Foundation Degrees is to meet local 

employer need. For example, Early Years degree programmes have been developed in 

response to liaison with local early years settings in some FE colleges. The health and social 

care degree is often part of a scheme to progress students straight to a nursing degree and 
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from there to local NHS Trusts in order to meet employer need. Local employer need and 

student demand are probably the two main reasons for the development of FD provision 

in FEIs.  

 

For the relationship between employer and FEI to be effective, employers need to engage 

in a dialogue with colleges and provide funding for the training of young people in a 

harmonious and symbiotic relationship (Smith, 2007a; BIS, 2014). The reality is more like a 

complex interplay between what employers may require in a market system regarding 

current or future skills, and the extent to which these needs are communicated to FE 

colleges. Only a very small number seem to genuinely engage with FEIs in the development 

of FD programmes, possibly only when their employee skills shortage has become acute.   

 

In reality, students take courses for all kinds of reasons from peer and parental pressure to 

self-improvement and career development. HE in FE students are more likely to pick what 

they are interested in or good at, rather than what employers need per se (Teichler, 2003). 

Wilton (2011) suggests that student choice may compound the disadvantage experienced 

by a WP cohort. He suggests that attempts to overcome WP disadvantage have been 

inadequately addressed by colleges with an employability skills training curriculum as an 

add-on to full time courses. Increased attention to part-time learning and Higher Education 

in Further Education vocational degrees would support a more flexible employability 

agenda more naturally for a WP cohort than an ‘add on’ to full time programmes 

(Sperlinger et al., 2018).  
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Neoliberalised Government funding methodologies favour those subjects which they 

believe are more advantageous to employers, but that does not necessarily coincide with 

employers’ or students’ own perception of what employers want (Willetts, 2017; 

Sperlinger et al., 2018). The resulting curriculum becomes the current, often incoherent 

result of the competing priorities of college availability: what tutors can teach, students’ 

preferences, employer interest and what Government will support. This increases the level 

of difficulty students experience when trying to make informed career decisions about the 

right course for them. As a result, it may stretch their resilience when they begin to 

perceive a mismatch between what they are studying and their potential or current 

employer’s need. In this circumstance they may leave before completing their HE in FE 

course.  

 

The choice of degree subject, whether influenced by employer or personal need, may also 

be important in determining the likelihood of a HE in FE student being retained. It is this 

possible factor that will now be considered. 

 
 
2.4.10 The influence of subject choice on retention  

The degree subjects offered could influence drop out within HE in FE. Woodfield (2014) 

suggests that across the HE sector average retention is 94 per cent, so any discipline 

scoring above or below this figure is significant. Retention in degree subjects often offered 

by FEIs which had lower rates included Computer Science (91 per cent) Hospitality, Sport, 

Leisure and Tourism (92 per cent). Engineering has continuation rates of 90 per cent 

whereas, Marketing, Business and management and the Built environment average at 94 

per cent. There is a difference for mode of attendance in some disciplines. In Marketing, 
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for example, part-time students are four times more likely to leave than full time learners. 

There was no such difference between modes of attendance in the Built Environment 

(Woodfield, 2014). It is also worth noting that these figures do not reflect HE in FE 

exclusively as the data are not disaggregated but do reflect degree provision across the UK. 

 

Student satisfaction, and therefore retention, may be based on the relevance of a degree 

to a future career (Trotter and Cove, 2005). This could explain why arts subjects may be 

vulnerable to student drop out as they provide the least advantage in terms of future 

earnings potential (Walker and Zhu, 2003). Woodfield (2014) suggests that degree subject 

choice alone is only one factor in retention and there are many other variables, which are 

also likely to be interdependent. For example, age, gender, socioeconomic status, mode of 

study and ethnicity which may also influence subject choice and vulnerability to 

withdrawal, and therefore be the more reliable predictor of leaving than selection of 

disciplinary area alone (Woodfield, 2014).  

 

This review has considered the main factors, which are identified in the literature as likely 

to affect the resilience of HE in FE students, and which can mean they are not retained on 

their degree level course. The last section of the review will summarise the possible effect 

of these factors on student resilience and retention.  

 
 
2.5 Chapter Summary 

The literature review has addressed research questions 1 and 2 concerning the reasons the 

students give for leaving their course before completion and the importance of resilience 

to student retention at HE level. The review was divided into three distinct areas. These 
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are factors, which are individual to the student, as well as those external and internal to 

FEIs. The following section is a summary of the findings. 

 

Resilience is difficult to define and can change both over time and in different situations, 

meaning that what is survivable today may not be in the future (Rutter, 2012). Resilience 

seems to operate like weights on a balance and consists of the interplay of circumstances 

in all domains of a student’s life including home, work and study mentioned in the review. 

Hedberg and Tone’s (2014) ‘enablers’ or ‘stressors’ in one or more of these areas or 

domains will affect the overall ability of the student to be resilient (Gu and Day, 2006; 

Bergmann et al. 2019). The exact situation which may overwhelm the student’s resilience 

and tip the balance, leading to their departure, is individual to the student, but it could be 

as little as one significant incident or several reasons working together, either on the 

course or in the wider college (Douglas et al., 2015:332). Writers such as Garrett (2015) 

suggests the use of the term ‘resilience’ is laden with value judgements about behaviour 

which may simply be the same disadvantages which WP students can face, particularly in a 

neoliberalised education system, which offers the perception of student power, but the 

reality is that often WP students remain the least informed and empowered (Le Grand et 

al., 2008). The concept of resilience may simply be used as a convenient term to ensure 

that students are expected to perform beyond their capabilities in an FE education system 

which has undergone systematic underfunding, especially since 2010.   

 

The impact of mental health on the ability of the HE in FE student to be resilient is not 

straightforward. HE study and achieving a qualification engenders personal wellbeing but is 

weighted against commitment to study and how that reduces short term wellbeing, which 
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may mean students drop out of HE in FE study.  (Prichard and Wilson, 2003; Rose, 2017).  

Similarly, physical ill health may precipitate student drop out by acting as a general stressor 

upon the student’s resilience (Gu and Day, 2006; Hedberg and Tone, 2014). 

 

Reasons why students may not stay on their HE in FE course are also likely to be influenced 

by what happens within FEIs on the HE in FE student’s learning journey. Those students 

who are from a widening participation background are often the least empowered groups 

in society and least well informed about the machinations of a convoluted HE system, 

which means they are unlikely to make truly informed decisions about their HE institution 

or course choices (Le Grand et al., 2008). This can manifest in a variety of situations within 

the college and is underpinned by the marketisation of HE. Ineffective pre-course entry 

and guidance, especially those within the WP cohort, in colleges such as Northsall, may 

become another source of stress to their resilience if HE in FE students find themselves on 

the wrong course (Stronach et al., 2002:131). Poor IAG can therefore represent a ‘critical 

incident’ which means students do not stay and achieve their degree (Krieshok, 1998; 

Douglas et al., 2015: 332).  

 

The quality of teaching and learning and relationships with fellow students can bolster HE 

students’ resilience and provide a buffer from resource shortages, particularly since 2010 

(Gill, 2016). This can be done through tutors supporting self-efficacy and can mean 

students stay and achieve, even in a situation in which they are facing one or more difficult 

life situations which otherwise would have outweighed their resilience (Swain and 

Hammond, 2011; Robertson, 2012). Wider college services such as IT support, student 

services and library staff can also influence how HE in FE students feel about their studies. 
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They can contribute to their integration into FEIs as well as offset the dissonance WP 

students can feel between home and college, which will ultimately impact on their 

retention (Thomas, 2002; Wilcox et al., 2005).  

 

Poor attendance is often the first indication that a HE in FE student is experiencing stress 

on their personal resilience and may be vulnerable to leaving their course (Porter, 2008; 

O’Donnell, 2009). The attendance expectation of many FEIs is unrealistic for many WP 

students who are juggling commitments such as family and employment (Sperlinger et al., 

2018). Poor attendance must be responded to in a timely and effective manner if a college 

is to be successful in reengaging students as at risk of leaving (Park et al., 2011).  

 

The final overarching factor is external to the college and concerns the student experience 

and their ability to be resilient, but which are often the least visible to the student. The 

change in social policy from collectivism to neoliberalism after 1979 has brought about a 

gradual increase in monitoring and performativity measures in education. This has been 

used by the Government as one of the ‘policy levers’ to ensure the implementation of 

changes to practice within FEIs (Spours et al., 2008:1).  This has impacted on the FE sector 

from 1993 and become even more acute following 2010 and the coalition Government’s 

policy of ‘austerity’ which effectively reduced funding to FEIs.  The marketisation of HE via 

the new policy of student fees replacing core funding in 1998 has impacted upon the 

attitudes of students who are increasingly viewing themselves as consumers rather than 

recipients of educational opportunities. Unfortunately, this is more often a case of ‘smoke 

and mirrors’ because prospective students, especially those in widening participation 

groups are the least powerful players in the education system. This means they are often 
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less well informed about how much and what kind of change is actually possible in the FE 

sector (Molesworth et al., 2010).  

 

Widening participation is a concept which is popular in government rhetoric, but is hard to 

prove (Gorard, 2007). There are groups in society who seem to be under-represented 

within higher education (Cornell-Smith and Hubble, 2018). However, what they consist of 

and how to address this inequality is harder to define. The simplest explanation is that the 

education system reflects society and disadvantage in one is also evident in the other and 

can be viewed as a deficit of social and cultural capital (Bourdieu 1986; Smit, 2012). This is 

demonstrated by the polarisation of universities between those within the Russell Group 

and others who seem to be most involved in engaging WP cohorts (Younger et al., 2019).  

This makes it difficult to assess the impact of WP issues on resilience and retention, 

although it seems likely that HE in FE students are disproportionately disadvantaged by the 

funding reductions after 2010 since they are usually adult and part time (Sperlinger et al., 

2018). The persisting underrepresentation of some students in HE in FE may suggest that 

the move from a collectivist to a competitive approach to funding education via a quasi-

market system since 1992 may not be the most effective approach to support widening 

participation.  

 

Further Education colleges have traditionally been successful in emphasising teaching 

rather than lecturing and may be better at reflecting and accommodating WP experience 

within their teaching pedagogy than HEIs (ESFA, 2017). They are also disadvantaged 

because of their success with WP students who are more time consuming and costly to 

support (Reay et al., 2001a). This is because of their need for effective transition and 
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support in an environment; which is less familiar to them than for middle class, younger 

students (Leathwood and O’Cornell, 2003).  

 

Further Education tutors are increasingly having to embrace a wider range of pastoral and 

academic roles with increased accountability for student enrolment and satisfaction which 

has impacted on their workload (Gleeson, 2005). Building relationships between tutors and 

students could be a strategy to improve retention and achievement by creating resilience 

(Gu and Day, 2006). Unfortunately, decreasing funding, especially since 2010, has 

diminished tutor time and availability for students (Robertson, 2012; Tomlinson, 2014). 

 

Employers are expected and often do have an influence on the curriculum in FEIs. 

However, employer requirements and the subjects HE in FE students want to study, and 

what FE colleges can offer are often misaligned (Willetts, 2017; Sperlinger et al., 2018). 

This can mean students experience stress to their resilience from the perception of 

studying a subject that may not lead to employment.  

 

In summary, the level of resilience that a HE in FE student possesses will be balanced by 

the factors discussed in this review. If these factors become tipped beyond what an 

individual student can endure, they will leave their HE in FE course (Gu and Day, 2006; 

Robertson, 2012). The neoliberal policy of marketisation in education and especially in HE, 

from 1979 has created student disappointment with their marketised learning experience. 

This dissatisfaction can place pressure on HE in FE students’ resilience (Kuh et al., 2011). 

Tutors can mitigate the effects of marketisation, but their ability to do so has been limited 

by the same financial constraints which can frustrate students (Tomlinson, 2014). 
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The research questions arose from the professional experiences of the researcher and 

were refined through the literature review. The concept of resilience began to emerge as 

an important underlying mediator of the impact on the difficulties which HE in FE students 

face in their learning journey. It seemed to become an explanation of the interplay 

between individual reasons which existing research have identified for poor student 

retention. Bergmann et al.’s, (2019) assertion that resilience can affect different domains 

in a student’s life seems relevant to understanding the nature of resilience and student 

retention. Visualising the factors students face as weights on a balance or, as Brown et al. 

(2001) suggest, assets against risk factors, seemed to explain the reasons for HE students 

not continuing their studies.  

 

Specific factors identified by the literature as reasons for HE in FE students leaving their 

course fell into the three overarching themes. These were factors individual to the student, 

as well as factors internal and external to the college. It was important to listen to former 

students’ accounts about why they left. This was unlikely to include a concept such as 

resilience. This led to the first Research Question, ‘What reasons do students give for 

leaving their course before completion?’  which offered an opportunity for the ex-students 

in their own voice to have an opportunity to identify where themes in the literature review 

were underpinned by students’ experiences.  

 

The second Research Question, ‘How important is resilience to student retention at HE 

level?’ arose from the literature and a desire to assess its importance and explore whether 

Rutter’s (2012) attributes of resilience as flexible and dynamic apply to the HE in FE 

student experience. This could also mean, as Robertson (2012) suggests, that FEIs could 
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influence resilience and help to build it in for students who may be at risk of dropping out.  

The final Research Question became, ‘What are the implications for FEIs of effectively 

supporting Higher Education in Further Education students to complete their degree level 

studies?’. This research enables the use of the research to underpin improvements to 

practice, which will be addressed at the end of the study.  

 

The next chapter describes the research and methods used to address the first two 

research questions.  
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Chapter 3: Research Procedure 

 

3.1 Approach to the research  

The research is based on opportunistic access to three Further Education colleges due to 

the professional background and experience of the researcher; this enabled the research 

to be conducted from an insider perspective. This approach can give both a unique 

professionally informed understanding of the issues investigated but also allow access to 

hard-to-reach participants, such as those students who had left their degree level study. 

The first two RQs were ‘What reasons do students give for leaving their course before 

completion?’ and ‘How important is resilience to student retention at HE level?’.  They 

arose from a concern to understand why students who had committed to study at degree 

level dropped out of their courses. Using, predominantly, one college which is familiar to 

the researcher, enabled a qualitative approach, which was likely to have greater validity 

from an interpretivist perspective. Obtaining access to students who had left at other 

institutions would have been virtually impossible, given that I wanted to hear from 

students first-hand, staff in other institutions might have seen this as a conflict of interest. 

The inclusion of three tutors at Northsall and three SSOs, one from Northsall and two from 

other colleges with HE in FE provision, allows for further exploration and triangulation of 

the ex-student participant data.  
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3.2 Ethical issues 

All participants in social research must be protected from harm or disadvantage that may 

occur as a result of taking part in research (BERA, 2018). Permission and ethical approval 

was sought from Northsall. Permission was also secured from the Open University (OU) 

ethics committee before data collection, using the risk checklist provided by the Human 

Research Ethics Committee (HREC) which was followed up with the human ethics 

committee proforma (Appendix 3). This included designing information sheets and consent 

forms together with copies of interview questions, which were made available to staff 

participants in advance (Appendices 4 and 5).  

 

The research evolved from two pilot studies. The main change was from interviewing 

current students and staff to interviewing former students, as the main participant group, 

along with current teaching staff and support staff I have called Student Services Officers 

(SSOs). Subsequently, an amended proposal was sent to the OU ethics committee in 

September 2016 and further ethical approval was received to conduct the research. A copy 

of the amendment and approval are available (Appendix 6).  

 

The ex-student participants had all experienced difficulties and asking them to revisit an 

unhappy period in their lives needed sensitivity. Explanations of the research were given at 

the beginning of the telephone conversation, as clearly as possible, prior to any 

questioning, whilst trying to avoid discouraging participation with too long an explanation. 

Both the right to withdraw at any time and the right to not answer any individual questions 

were clearly explained. Final farewells always included mentioning that the SSO would be 

happy to support any students who needed further help following the interviews. 
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3.2.1 Identifying information 

The staff interviews in the pilot study extended to teaching staff and the Northsall SSO. In 

the main study, due to the SSO acting as intermediary, it was possible to arrange 

interviews with ex-students as well as teaching staff; initially only the SSO from Northsall 

was included. There were concerns that this may leave her vulnerable as there was 

awareness of the research amongst senior staff at Northsall who may be able to identify 

her as the source of much of the support staff data in the study. It was, therefore, 

necessary to include two other SSOs from other GFE colleges in the region. This gave an 

interesting cross institution and SSO role perspective to the research and added further 

insights, but importantly, it protected the SSO’s identity. Another measure to further 

protect their identity, was the use of a name for the SSO from Northsall, which has been 

avoided prior to the discussion section. This means the perspectives of three district SSOs 

are discernible in the discussion chapter, but the identification of which of them is from 

Northsall is less possible.  

 

3.3 Methodological and epistemological standpoint  

3.3.1 The positivist viewpoint  

The approach taken by this research is anti-positivist, qualitative and interpretivist. 

However, this was determined in the context of considering alternative epistemological 

standpoints. There has been recent debate around the nature of educational research in 

terms of how much it can and should contribute to direct improvement in the delivery of 

education (Biesta, 2007). This suggests that educational research hypotheses should be 

focused directly on teaching and learning improvement and, as such, belong to a positivist 

paradigm (Plowright, 2011). Positivism suggests that ontologically there are universal laws 
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or truths which exist about the world and that these can be studied and discovered in an 

objective and scientific manner with the establishment of a direct relationship between 

what does and does not work within the classroom, known as, ‘evidence-based practice’ 

(Plowright, 2011). This refers to one side of a complex debate surrounding the role of 

scientific research within education. This debate is also about the use of positivist research 

to inform Government policy on education.  It underpins notions of the nature of teaching 

as an activity that can be measured to reveal universal laws, which can be applied across 

the sector, to improve teaching and learning methods. This is a view espoused by Ravich 

(1998) and echoed previously in this country by Hargreaves (1996). Positivism seems to 

assume that individuals conform to societal norms and values unconsciously. Therefore, 

these laws are unlikely to be discoverable by understanding the participants’ own 

understanding of their actions (Meighan and Siraj-Blatchford, 1997). An anti-positivist 

position of attempting to understand the participants’ own views of the reasons and 

meanings behind their behaviour, is better suited to this study. 

 

3.3.2 The interpretivist viewpoint 

The anti-positivist perspective is better suited to RQs 1 and 2, which focus on the reasons 

students give for leaving their course before completion and how important resilience is to 

students staying and achieving at, HE level. This underpinning interpretivist paradigm 

recognises the individual as a recipient of society’s influences but retaining the ability to 

filter and mediate how their behaviour may be influenced (Mack, 2010:8). The application 

of the researcher’s insight may provide the opportunity to document, by actively 

supporting the perspectives of the participants, and attempting to understand the 

personal filters on experience which may be applied by the individuals, in social situations 
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(Hammersley et al., 2001).  This approach attempts to get behind the understanding the 

individual has of their own decision-making processes as such processes govern our 

behaviour. It is important to recognise that the researcher may also be influenced by this 

co-construction, especially as an employee and ex-employee at Northsall (Le Gallais, 2008). 

The implications of this will be discussed more fully in subsequent sections on insider 

research.    

 
The individual viewpoint is formed by a combination of genetics and the environment(s) in 

which people have existed, within their own family, work, and community, before they 

arrived at Northsall (Gorard and Smith, 2006).  Northsall already exists with its own culture 

and values which are formed from the negotiated and co-constructed sum of the 

individuals, from the past as well as those who are currently there, including staff, senior 

managers, middle managers, teaching staff and wider college services and administrators. 

Any individual entering Northsall, either for employment or study, must reconcile their 

own beliefs and expectations with the culture they encounter at Northsall to form their 

own individual, and likely unique, experience of Northsall.  

 

Figure 2 (below) attempts to explain how relationships between individuals in Northsall are 

co-constructed. When a student or staff member comes to Northsall, which could include 

all teaching and non-teaching staff, they come with their own set of beliefs, expectations, 

and values.  
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Figure 2: The co-constructed nature of relationships between individuals at Northsall. 
 

Just as Jefferson (1776) suggested ‘All men are not created equal’, it is also true that all 

players in Figure 2 are subject to power relationships which can mean that some exert 

more influence than others. This is usually achieved through the medium of agency which 

produces, according to Foucault (in Nealon, 2008:4) an interplay between independence 

and resistance to that independence. Those with greatest access to information and power 

will exert the greatest influence. In this case this is likely to be staff before students, and if 

extrapolated beyond the diagram, Government before all other players.  

 

Taking a qualitative approach to the experiences of participants within Northsall means 

that the research’s validity is in reflecting individual experiences and, as such, their 

generalisability to other Higher Education in Further Education students or other FEIs, may 

be questionable. This will be explored further in the next section.  
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3.3.3 The significance of small-scale research 

Northsall may be larger than many GFE colleges in terms of the numbers of students and 

the range of courses it offers (Collab group, 2020). That diversity may mean that issues 

encountered at Northsall are likely to be relevant to other FE colleges of a similar size and 

diversity. The inclusion of the perspectives of staff from two other GFEs increases the 

likelihood that there is likely to be some opportunity to generalise. As a broadly WP 

college, there may be some issues which Northsall faces with regard to student support 

which may not be applicable to smaller colleges or those in less disadvantaged areas. 

 

The history of Northsall in terms of the government’s assessment of its provision is a 

declining one. The last three Ofsted reports have seen the college go from ‘outstanding’ in 

2008 through ‘satisfactory’ in the last report to ‘requires improvement’ most recently in 

2020 (reference withheld). This could mean that the issues the research may identify are 

unusual and indicative of a college with fluctuating fortunes; however, the decline in 

grading could also mean there are issues which the research may bring into sharper relief 

because of the change in circumstances which Northsall has experienced. This decline in 

Ofsted assessments is mirrored by the reduction in funding which the FE sector has 

experienced (AoC, 2019), most notably since 2010. This could be reflected in the students’ 

experiences, which the study will highlight. Since all GFEs are subject to the same funding 

regimes, this could mean that Northsall’s fortunes could be described as typical of the 

sector and possibly representative of other FEIs. 
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The incompatibility of qualitative research with generalisable findings must also be noted. 

Fendler (2006) suggests that the generalisability of qualitative educational research 

findings is neither possible nor desirable, but that does not make the research any less 

necessary. The social sciences, she argues, are about the study of human beings and not 

statistics. Qualitative research allows us to understand individuals, their feelings, and their 

experiences and provides insight into participants’ experiences of how systems or 

processes work. It can be sector or institution specific, and it can identify issues that 

deserve further investigation.   

 
 
In the spirit of methodological pluralism, there may be some common themes that have 

emerged across participant responses, which suggest that aspects of the former students’ 

college experiences, could be common to other students (Yin, 2009). This is contrasted 

with the responses of the SSOs and current teaching staff participants who are working 

with many students.  With due consideration to other research from the literature review, 

tentative suggestions for future practice may be possible but always with recognition of 

the local conditions to which FE colleges within the UK will be subject (Hammersley et al., 

2001).  

 

Small scale research can depend heavily on the status of the researcher themselves, within 

the institution in which they are researching. One of the most significant issues, which can 

influence the research, is whether they are an insider or an outsider (Le Gallais, 2008). This 

potentially significant issue will now be considered. 
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3.3.4 Insider research 

When the study began, I was employed at Northsall. Insider research can be an 

‘empowering process’ (Bennett, 1996:4) and embarking on research in your own area of 

expertise has a potential to enable a level of understanding which can facilitate problem 

solving and much deeper and evidenced future practice in the field. It necessarily involves 

both personal and professional reflection and there is a strong tradition of it within 

education as a discipline (Dewey, 2010 in Simpson and Slack, 2010).  

 
 
As a practitioner in the Higher Education and Further Education sector for many years, the 

assumption could be that this can lead to insider bias, that is, feeling part of the collective 

identity of the college (Merton, 1972). This membership of the ‘in group’ afforded the 

ability to prevail upon the professional relationship I had with the SSO at Northsall in order 

to facilitate the collection of ex-student perspectives. My own values as a collaborator in 

FE culture may be influencing the kinds of questions I asked and my expectation of 

responses. This, likely, depends on my own perception of ‘otherness’ to influence where 

my own position may lie (Carney, 2016). From an ethnographic point of view, FEIs are their 

own microcosms of society and as such have their own accepted culture and practices that 

develop within it (Palaiologou et al., 2016). My position as researcher also meant I was 

situated within the milieu of the college with shared meanings which are illustrated in 

Figure 2, page 88. The possible ‘double bind’ of this situation is that my bias as a member 

of the institution can also mean access to privileged information and being able to 

understand the language of the people who move within it (Long et al., 2003). In the 

context of research there is also the advantage that the depth of questioning about HE in 
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FE student experiences may only be possible because of my own knowledge about 

Northsall (Le Gallais, 2008).  

 

During the pilot study, I changed employment, from Northsall to a position in a local Higher 

Education Institution. Although Hellawell (2006) argues that being an insider is central to 

effective insider research, the change to outsider gave a new perspective to the research. 

This is because it is difficult to be completely objective when considering an issue, which 

has been significant to a large part of one’s professional life, but the perspective of a new 

role facilitated greater clarity. Complete objectivity is not always necessary, as Hammersley 

(2007:65) suggests, the researcher can be ‘value relevant’ which suggests that self-interest 

can sometimes facilitate identification of suitable subjects for research.  

  

There were ramifications to leaving the employment of Northsall. Relationships, formed 

previously, tended to facilitate access to participants only when visiting, which is more 

time consuming than being based permanently at that institution. However, some former 

students may have been more willing to speak to a researcher who was external to 

Northsall and reveal any negative associations they may have had with it.  

 

The experience of becoming an outsider, having moved to other employment, left the 

feeling that conducting research in a past institution could feel fraudulent, that the 

currency of understanding was less reliable than it had been. However, this was 

precariously balanced with an ability to step back in a way that had been less possible 

previously, as I now started to gain the perspective of an outsider. This seems to be the 

opposite process to that described by Le Gallais (2008) who began to experience a shift to 
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insider within an institution in which she had never been employed: a process described by 

Schutz (1976:67) as the phenomenon of, ‘going native’. However, she also notes a shift 

back to outsider towards the end, which raises the possibility that there would have been a 

feeling of disengagement from Northsall, at least in terms of the research, if I had 

maintained employment there throughout. I think any loyalty felt towards the research lies 

with the students, rather than the institution, and in that case a genuine desire to 

accurately reflect their experiences. Students can be a disempowered group within the 

marketised education system, and it is my intention in this research, to give them a voice. 

This was demonstrated by never feeling the need to take ownership of how Northsall 

operated by applying the pronoun ‘we’ to whatever practice was uncovered (Le Gallais, 

2008). I think this is positive and supports my aim to be personally reflexive in conducting 

the research and presenting the perspectives of the participants. 

 

The validity of the research will be based on how far the results and conclusions reflect the 

individual experiences of those who have been interviewed.  This is the fundamental 

position of a qualitative approach and will support answering both Research Questions 1 

and 2 which concern both the reasons students give for dropping out of their studies and 

the role resilience may play within that decision, as considered from the participants’ 

perspectives. Both data collection methods and the development of the data themes, 

through the literature review and participant responses, are needed to support an 

interpretivist perspective. A number of possible research methods were selected and 

assessed for suitability. 
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3.4 Possible research methods  

The research method selected needed to be suitable for the interpretivist perspective. 

That meant, flexible enough to allow for participant responses and also encourage them to 

provide additional information.  A number of possible data collection methods were 

considered which might have supported this approach.  

 

3.4.1 Focus groups  

Focus groups are like group interviews and could have been considered to provide general 

information about the issues around the research questions, in much the same way as 

semi structured interviews (Palaiologou et al., 2016). The problem is that the ex-student 

participants who form the majority of those targeted for this research are reluctant to 

respond and are not accessible and may not be willing or available for such an approach. 

Additionally, a focus group may also be intimidating to some participants who then do not 

feel they can speak freely about their own experiences in that social context (Hollander, 

2004). Focus groups can create their own dynamics, as individuals may be influenced by 

the suggestions and comments of others, and it could constrain their responses (Morgan, 

1997). 

 

3.4.2 Observations 

Observation, as a research method, involves a unique opportunity to gather ‘live’ data 

from naturally occurring social situations (Cohen et al., 2011). Information such as 

nonverbal communication, interaction between individuals, and environmental and 

organisational details can also be observed and included in the research data either 

written up separately as commentary or included in the observation notes (Cohen et al., 
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2011). Unfortunately, observation, as a method, would only be relevant if those students 

at risk of leaving could accurately be identified before they left; this difficulty means this 

method is not suitable for this research. It would not have allowed for insider accounts and 

experiences to investigate adequately reasons behind decisions to withdraw from the 

course. 

 

3.4.3 Questionnaires 

One of the main advantages of questionnaires is their adaptability to both quantitative and 

qualitative responses.  Results can also usually be relatively easily compared due to their 

more uniform structure, particularly when there are some closed questions. 

Questionnaires can also provide the opportunity for anonymous participation by 

facilitating distance between the researcher and subject that may allow for more authentic 

responses. They also provide good breadth by enabling a greater number of participants to 

be surveyed, as well as the opportunity for a greater number of questions to be asked, but 

this is at the cost of depth, which is important in a qualitative study (Connolly in 

Palaiologou, 2016). The research needed to allow some themes to emerge from the 

participants’ responses, rather than being completely pre-planned and therefore required 

greater flexibility than questionnaires allow. 

 

There are also disadvantages to questionnaires as a research method because response 

rates tend to be low. This could be due to the current social climate of survey overload, as 

so many commercial organisations require feedback questionnaires, which could lead to 

response fatigue. Sax et al. (2003) suggest the use of questionnaires has decreased within 

student populations who tend to be particularly heavily surveyed.  Web-based 
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questionnaires have the inbuilt bias of excluding those with no access to the internet 

(Goree and Marszalek, 1995).  However, this is an older study and less likely to be the case 

now, since the proliferation of internet enabled devices such as smart phones. The depth 

of response from questionnaires is limited and there is no opportunity for the researcher 

to follow up any misunderstanding or opportunity for amplification of responses (Cohen et 

al. 2011). Questionnaires tend to be answered out of wanting to achieve social 

acceptability. In the case of this research, it is unlikely that ex-students would be 

concerned about approval from Northsall (Robson and McCartan, 2016). 

 

Therefore, focus groups, observations, and questionnaires seemed to be less appropriate 

to capturing individual ex-student’s accounts of their experiences. The ultimate choice of 

method was determined by the research questions that suited a qualitative approach, in 

which the participants describe their own experiences of learning (Miller and Glassner, 

1997). This would be facilitated by employing a semi structured interview approach, to 

enable the discovery of the students’ and staffs’ own views of their learning and 

relationship experiences within the FE college environment. 

 

3.5 The case for semi structured interviews  

The semi-structured interview was to draw qualitative information from the participants, 

which would give rich data within the theoretical framework of an anti-positivist approach 

to gain insight and understanding from the individual participant (Gillman, 2000). The semi 

structured interview employs themed, open questions to provide some structure and 

consistency between interviews, and prompts towards the relevant subject areas (Bell, 

2010). The participant can use their words to frame their own understanding in the 
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responses they give and allows them to lead the researcher to their own lived realities 

(Arksey and Knight, 1999). Therefore, it is an effective way of gathering information about, 

not just participant’s opinions, but also their circumstances. This allows for an in-depth 

exploration of their experiences, motivations and how they rationalise these within their 

current context (Drever, 1995). It is ideally suited to an interpretivist approach because it 

can inform the researcher’s deconstruction of the accounts of interviewees at the level of 

the thematic analysis, which is described later. It allows for exploration around the 

research subjects and means their experiences will underpin both the direction of the 

research and the conclusions (Charmaz, 2006).  

 

Utilising a relatively unstructured approach should allow participants to be more relaxed 

and therefore more likely to answer honestly (Clough, 2002). This may be dependent on 

the researcher’s ability to establish a relationship, however temporary, with the 

interviewee via trust and empathy (Opie, 2004; Cahill, 2007). As a method, it offers 

flexibility, as it facilitates a schedule as well as the opportunity to follow up any points of 

interest offered by the interviewee and can be the most appropriate type of research for 

an interpretivist perspective (Thomas and Harden, 2007).   

 

A semi structured interview seemed to be the most appropriate choice of method for this 

study, because of the flexibility it offers the researcher, with the opportunity to prompt 

discussion of relevant information from open questions and allow the participant to 

enlarge upon them, to explore their own experiences more fully (Drever, 1995).  
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3.6 Conducting the research  

Northsall’s data for students withdrawing from HE courses of one year or more for the 

academic years between 2010 -11 and 2013-14 is an average of 17 per cent of the overall 

cohort who enrolled (Northsall MIS, 2013-14, Appendix 1). National figures for non-

continuation rates in HE for low participation areas in the UK which are just over 8 per cent 

in 2014-15 and just under 6 per cent in other areas, and these have changed little since 

2009/10 and represent a significant number of students (SMF, 2016). 

 
 
Data are only available retrospectively at least beyond the completion of an academic year. 

This is because many student completions may occur beyond their initial year of study for 

a variety of reasons such as returning from suspension, or learning goals longer than a year 

in duration. It is extremely difficult to get detailed institutional data unless employed at the 

institution concerned, and Ofsted reports, for example, tend to only include selected data 

sets. The research seeks to uncover, though HE in FE students’ own accounts, the reasons 

for their failure to be retained and the possible role which resilience could play. 

 

3.6.1 Learning from the pilot study   

In the pilot study two staff and one student were interviewed. There were also three 

questionnaire responses via Survey Monkey software.  It became apparent that persuading 

students who had left Northsall to engage with a research study was extremely difficult. 

Most had worked hard to focus their lives away from their college experience into 

different careers or courses and some of the original contact details were out of date. The 

initial research method of semi structured interviews had to be adapted to include an on-

line survey version to ensure an adequate sample. This resulted in a sample that was 
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limited to three participants of which only one resulted in a full semi structured interview. 

Some replies to an online ‘survey monkey’ were obtained but the response rate was only 3 

out of a possible 250 possible participants.  This paucity of data was supplemented by 

interviewing two staff involved in teaching and support of HE in FE students. It was hoped 

that they would be able to draw on their experience within FEIs to empathise with 

students who struggled and subsequently left their courses.   

 

If the sample size of students had been too small to be reliable in the main study, there 

were two other possible methods, already used in the pilot study, which could have been 

employed. The first was to include further interviews with tutors about the reasons why 

students withdrew. This could offer a different perspective on institutional issues with the 

opportunity to triangulate with the ex-student responses (Denscombe, 2010). The second 

would have been to repeat the use of software known as ‘‘SurveyMonkey’’ as an on-line 

questionnaire. In the pilot study only three participants responded to this survey and there 

may have been problems with obtaining a good enough response rate to be reliable. 

Questionnaires were not used in the main study because of the far better response rate to 

the Student Services Officer enabled interviews which provide far richer data and can draw 

individual stories from the student participants. 

 

The use of an intermediary developed from a conversation between the researcher and 

the Student Services Officer (SSO) at Northsall. We discussed the close relationship they 

had formed with many of the students who leave. They agreed to make the initial contact 

with ex-students, because they would be hearing a familiar, and possibly trusted, voice and 

could then feel able to respond to an invitation to take part in the research. The interviews 
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were successfully obtained through a series of appointments with the SSO over a period of 

two weeks in the summer of 2017 and a further appointment with the SSO two months 

later.  

 
 
The use of the Student Services Officer as an intermediary represented a change in the 

research procedure since the pilot study. The adoption of this approach is potentially novel 

within educational research and further examination of both the role of the SSO in HE in FE 

and the efficacy of their use as an intermediary seemed to merit further attention.  

 
 
3.6.2 The role of Student Services Officers  

As reductions have taken place due to funding constraints within the FE sector, 

increasingly tutors have found they have more extensive duties to perform which has left 

them with less time to devote to individual support for students (Smith, 2015). This seems 

to have led to the development of a non-teaching staff role within further and higher 

education institutions whose job focuses on individualised support of students. This role, I 

have called ‘Student Services Officers’ (SSO) in the research, is often wide ranging and can 

include some academic advice, course liaison and advice about financial concerns such as 

fees and student loans and pastoral support. They can also mediate between students and 

other staff or departments within HE departments in GFEs, as well as signposting to 

services external to the college. Appendix 7 gives an indication of many of Northsall’s SSO’s 

places of referral. Similar roles were sought out in two other local colleges to obtain 

participants for the study.  
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In the years since 2010 especially, when the ability of tutors to form a relationship with 

students has been reduced due to funding constraints on their time, the role of the SSO 

can be critical in supporting students who are at risk of leaving (Gill, 2016). This is because 

a relationship with a tutor or another available member of staff, such as an SSO, can 

mitigate some of the dissonance a marketised student may feel when confronted with the 

reality of their limited ability to influence how much support they can receive from, college 

resources, in particular, tutors (Tomlinson, 2014). SSO support for students can extend 

their resilience and ensure they complete their HE in FE course.  

 
 
3.6.3 Student Services Officer as intermediary in the research 

Securing the co-operation of such a difficult-to-contact cohort cannot be underestimated; 

the reliability and the credibility of the research rested on securing individual accounts of 

why students had left Northsall. The research on hard-to-reach research populations 

tended to recommend internet-based research methods (Kayrouz et al., 2014). 

 

I was in a privileged position following some years of working together and building trust 

with the SSO at Northsall. In most cases, SSOs are involved from an early to late stage in 

learners’ decision making about leaving their course. The students had varying levels of 

involvement and support so the SSO knew most of them.  Although some research 

participants could be regarded as co-researchers, the SSO at Northsall was both a 

participant and an intermediary (Moustakas, 1994). However, they were not a co-

researcher as they did not ‘…create the textual, structural and textural-structural 

narratives…’ (Yuksel and Yildirim, 2015:8). Neither were they a ‘gatekeeper’ but a trusted 

and confidential facilitator. As such, they were able to promote and support the collecting 
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of data and enabled access to ex-students. In this context, an enabling intermediary is 

really the opposite of a gatekeeper who might seek to restrict access to participants 

(Burton et al., 2008).  

 
 
The closeness of the Student Services Officer at Northsall to the research, whilst opening 

up opportunities was also a possible concern. Their collaboration demonstrated a bias 

towards supporting both myself and the research. I was treated very much as an ‘insider’ 

in my dealings with them (Le Gallais, 2008). This meant I needed to increase my own self 

awareness and understanding of both my own current role as a researcher and my past 

role as a colleague of the SSO. The separation of these two roles was an important aspect 

of the reflexivity required in order to carry out this research with integrity, validity and 

reliability. Dwyer and Buckle (2009:59) presented a possible way through the problem: 

‘…the core ingredient is not insider or outsider status but an ability to be open, 
authentic, honest, deeply interested in the experience of one’s research participants, 
and committed to accurately and adequately representing their experience.’ 

 

As Dwyer and Buckle (2009) suggest, I actively strived against our relationship influencing 

the outcomes of the research because it was in both our interests that it did not. The SSO 

was committed to the validity of the findings as they wanted answers about why HE in FE 

students are not being retained as much as I do. The way in which this was guarded against 

is described in the following two paragraphs. 

 

The SSO at Northsall’s involvement in the research could have manifested itself as 

‘demand characteristics’. That is, seeking out ex-student participants who would simply 

validate either her own or my views about what the reasons for student drop out on HE in 
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FE programmes were likely to be (Denscombe, 2010). The solution to addressing this can 

be categorised as what Palaiologou et al., (2016: 159) suggests as part of researching, 

which may throw up unexpected situations: 

…the complexity of the context being investigated and your understanding of that 
context and multiple realities collected …may help you to be aware of what is 
appropriate to answer research questions... 

 

It is this unexpected dimension to the research, my relationship with the SSO, which 

afforded consideration of the ‘multiple realities’ within both the college culture and the 

research. This was mitigated as much as possible, by ensuring that the selection of ex- 

students was systematic and self-selecting as they had to agree to take part following the 

telephone contact and invitation. By asking the questions myself, I excluded the possibility 

of the SSO being able to lead the participants’ answers. Any possibility of influencing the 

participants was confined to myself and as I did not have any prior history in supporting 

them and building a relationship, so the ability for the SSO to influence them was reduced.  

 

The Student Services Officer could have influenced the study by collusion with me about 

the outcome of the interviews. She could have tried to seek proof for her own perspective 

through her influence on either the outcomes of the research (reviewing the transcripts) 

or by her suggestions to me either within the interviews conducted or outside of them, 

informally. This was addressed through my not amending any discussion as a result of 

further comments made, only noting any possible inaccuracies to transcripts. Triangulating 

Northsall’s SSO’s contributions, further interviews were held with two other SSOs at other 

institutions, as well as three teaching staff providing additional perspectives, which may 

either support or refute the SSO at Northsall’s own views (Denscombe, 2010). It was 
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important in objective research to strive to ensure as much separation between personal 

experience as fact or opinion which is potentially, ‘inward looking and self-justifying’ and 

which may threaten the overall credibility of the research (Jones, 1985:45). The validity of 

this interpretivist research was maintained, in a manner similar to Fitzpatrick, (2019) by 

ensuring conclusions about the participant responses were reached through careful 

consideration of the data against the literature and ensuring viewpoints such as the SSOs 

remaining outside of data presentation, in order to maintain the trustworthiness of the 

research. A way to guard against my own bias was to use the primary data to guide any 

conclusions and let participants speak for themselves through their own words. The reader 

can then assess the extent to which the research has achieved a separation between my 

own professional values and objectivity in conducting the research (Le Gallais, 2008).  

 
 
3.6.4 The validity of non-student participant narratives 

The ex-students’ stories will provide the most valid way of understanding the reasons why 

HE in FE students are not retained on their degree programmes. I have tried to adopt an 

approach to triangulation that does not directly weigh one set of voices against another. 

Rather, that I, as the researcher, is the central point. Given the difficulty of access to 

withdrawn students, I have tried to use the accounts of non-students to set what 

discourses are around and consider the possible effects they might have on withdrawing 

students. 

 

The SSO’s contribution is valuable as a mediator between staff and students. They have a 

different perspective to that of staff who teach. They are employed by the college and can 

understand some of the teaching staff perspectives and the possible pressures they are 
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subject to from the wider college accountability measures (Smith, 2015). Indeed, in the 

study, two of the three SSOs had current or past teaching roles, so they had first-hand 

experience of both academic and pastoral care for HE in FE students. As they tend to be 

managed outside of the immediate department in which they are located, they may also 

have awareness of institutional wide concerns, which may be impacting the HE in FE 

student experience.  

 

It is important to understand some of the varying dependencies upon the dimensions to 

the execution of the role of tutors; that is; academic, pastoral and also partly 

administrative. It is difficult to make suggestions for practice about educational 

practitioners who have not been consulted. As Hammersley (2007:77) suggests, ‘Teachers 

engage in educational research and not simply with it’. The staff participants may offer 

more insight than the student’s initial impressions of a situation may suggest. For example, 

not receiving what students view as sufficient support from tutors may be better 

understood with reference to how the tutor’s time is allocated (Smith, 2015; Sperlinger et 

al., 2018). They are the ones who can explain how educational practice may be influenced 

by Governmental policy changes, to enable a deeper understanding of the reasons why 

students withdraw (Gleeson, 2005). In order to ensure the credibility of the findings of the 

research they need to be involved as partners in the research and that is why participants 

have been included who represent both teaching and non-teaching staff perspectives 

(Palaiologou, 2016). This also comes with caution as there is potential difficulty with 

placing different sets of voices against each other, and the issues raised by staff 

perspectives on student problems.  This has been guarded against by presenting student 

voices first, whenever possible.  
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The next stage in the research was to design and implement a suitable procedure for 

interviewing the research subjects, using the Northsall SSO as an intermediary. The staff 

and SSOs were mainly interviewed in person, with the exception of one SSO who, like the 

ex-student participants, was also through a telephone interview due to their distance and 

availability. The research decisions made will now be described, followed by the procedure 

used, which was informed by the pilot study.   

 

3.6.5 The sample   

From the pilot study, the role of the SSO became of interest and significance to the 

research as an actor with a key mediation role in the withdrawal process. This developed 

into additional data collection from two other SSOs in local colleges who provide HE 

courses. This was partly to provide further insight into their role but also to ensure 

Northsall’s SSO information was further anonymised and supported through the inclusion 

of further participants who are in comparable professional roles. Although two of the three 

SSOs interviewed were also teachers, one currently and one in the last three years, three 

current teaching staff within Northsall were also interviewed to get their perspectives.  

 

The teaching staff participants all teach on the HE in FE provision in Northsall and they 

were selected from an appeal for volunteers at an all-staff meeting. One has a leadership 

role, and two teach on different degree level programmes. Of the teaching staff 

participants, one came from faculty A and two from faculty B. They represent a range of 

teaching and course experience (See Appendix 9 for pen portraits). The Northsall SSO 

works across the two HE faculties and the ex-student participants were equally divided 
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between the two faculties, so the participant sample overall is representative of 

experiences across the HE in FE provision at Northsall.  

 

The names of ex-student participants were taken from Northsall systems data for the 

academic year 2016-17 from the HE provision within Northsall.  Some 616 students 

enrolled within Faculty A and 564 in Faculty B. In this year 1180 students started an HE 

course in Northsall. During the year 63 left, 10 of whom provided interviews. The final 

sample consisted of five students out of 29 from faculty A and five students out of 34 from 

faculty B. The split was a fortunate one in terms of being representative of the subject 

areas and therefore possibly the HE student population generally at Northsall. This made it 

a purposive sample. Initially, interviews were secured with eight students from the 

sampling frame. This is a high response rate, amounting to around 12 per cent of the 

students who withdrew that year and 0.6 per cent of Northsall’s HE student population.  

 

Everyone in the initial sampling frame of 63 former students was contacted, except for 

four, two from each faculty.  This was because the SSO knew the circumstances in which 

they had left and felt it could be antagonistic for anyone who appeared to represent 

Northsall to contact them. The remaining 59 students all had an equal chance of 

participating in the telephone interviews. To offset the possible bias of calling at a specific 

time, any who did not reply were re-called on a further occasion and at a different time 

later in the week or the following week. There were five students whom, upon calling, 

were unavailable. In these cases, a follow up email gave an invitation to participate and a 

subsequent phone call to support this, was made three weeks later. No students actually 

took up these subsequent invitations, which reinforces the belief that it was their 
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relationship with the SSO and her initial approach, which secured the agreement of 

participants to take part in the research. This initially yielded eight student interviews.  

 

There was further data collection two months later, after the start of a new academic year. 

This focussed on ‘non- returners’; students who completed the first year of a foundation 

degree programme but did not return for the second year and had effectively left their 

studies. This sampling frame was very small, only 5 students, but surprisingly two of them 

agreed to be interviewed. This could have been because these students had only very 

recently left.  

 
 
3.6.6 The interview procedure  

The interview questions in the main study were revised so that they were fewer in number 

than the pilot study (see Appendix 5) but still addressed the research questions. This 

meant the time commitment on the part of the participant would be less and the incentive 

to participate could be greater. For the first contact with an ex-student, the SSO called and 

spoke first. The researcher then took over and immediately explained the research to the 

participant and secured their agreement for a recorded interview.  In all cases the research 

was explained immediately to the participant and their agreement to the audio recording 

obtained. All ten interviews were conducted, recorded and transcribed in this way over a 

period of five months between June and October in 2017.  

 
 
The procedure for staff participants interviewed in person was as close to the procedure 

for interviews by telephone as possible.  The only difference being that the staff 

participants could be contacted in advance, so they were offered a copy of the questions 
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before the interview. Securing consent followed an explanation of the research and then 

similar questions were asked of all staff and all students (See Appendix 5). The other two 

SSO participants were secured through professional contacts at those FEIs. This made a 

total of three support staff participants, in addition to the three teaching staff participants. 

In total, 16 interviews were conducted either by telephone or in person. 

 

Recording information in an unstructured interview can be problematic. Writing down 

what interviewees say can be difficult to do accurately and can also be intrusive. Audio 

recordings and transcriptions are much easier, but also involve resolving the issue of 

confidentiality, which may inhibit interviewees. The sheer volume of information from 

recordings can also be a disadvantage and require time to transcribe (Hammersley et al., 

2001). Despite these shortcomings, the advantages of using a method which includes the 

ability to conduct the interview easily by telephone or video recording and had the 

advantage of taking a relatively short period of time, meant interviewees were more likely 

to agree to participate. This also meant all participants could speak freely without 

interruptions; note taking would have to be completed and checked for accuracy by 

sharing with the interviewee, creating additional intrusion. Therefore, this was the 

approach taken by the research and was effective in ensuring as accurate account as 

possible of the participants’ responses.  

 

Without observation, what the interviewee says cannot be completely verified.  As what 

they would really do in a given situation, without the filter of their own perception and 

remembrance of the event, may be different to their later account of their actions and 

motivations. This has been addressed, to some extent, via the semi structured nature of 
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the interview, which allows for as much exploration of participant responses as possible 

(Hammersley, 2007). There was also some participant checking which is discussed in the 

next section. 

 
 
The interviews provided good response rates because they involved a captive audience, 

once they had agreed to participate. However, during the interviews, participants could 

decide they would rather not have volunteered, and this may lead to responses which are 

less reliable. This can be addressed by being more rigorous in ensuring as much objectivity 

as possible, in order to maximise outcomes of both conducting the interviews and 

evaluating the findings (Hammersley, 2007). This was important in the context of a 

qualitative study as it was intended to get as close as possible to the individual 

participants’ experiences and feelings.  

 

The next stage in the research was to transcribe the semi structured interviews from the 

audio recordings, check their reliability, and then begin a thematic analysis.  

  

3.6.7 Participant Checking  

Teaching and support staff participants were invited to feedback on the transcriptions 

produced from their interviews. The teaching staff participants and Northsall’s SSO did 

agree to do this, as did the SSO at one of the other two colleges. The other SSO was in the 

process of changing job role and declined to check the transcript due to time pressures. 

 
 
The former students were also offered the opportunity to be involved in the research 

further by checking their interview transcripts. One student in the pilot study was willing to 
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do this, but in the main study all student participants refused this offer. The offer was 

made during the interviews with the ex -students as they always ended with further 

reference to the SSO who had acted as intermediary. It was also suggested that the SSO 

could be used to both discuss any remaining issues to do with their course or re-joining 

study. It was also a way to contact the researcher should they wish to withdraw from the 

study or to change their mind about checking their transcript. All the participants had 

relationships with the SSO and knew how to make contact as well as being assured of 

approachability. It seems a feature of hard-to-reach cohorts that encouraging engagement 

in the research beyond initial participation is likely to be as difficult as initial involvement. 

This has possible implications for any future research into this cohort of participants. In the 

absence of student checking of transcripts, transcribing needed to be done rigorously and 

was checked by both Northsall’s SSO as well as a colleague of the researcher who was not 

involved in the research.  

 

3.7 Analysing the data 

The next stage in the research was to analyse the content of the transcript data by means 

of a thematic analysis. 

 
 
3.7.1 Thematic analysis 

In this method, data are collected as prose before being thematically analysed. This 

analysis indicates incidences of occurrence or mention of an issue and therefore categories 

of response are extracted (Cohen et al., 2011). This allows for the identification of themes, 

which will eventually support the formulation of responses to the research questions 

(Scott, 2017). The choice of thematic analysis to interrogate the data seemed to naturally 
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follow from the semi structured nature of the interviews and seems a particularly 

appropriate choice for qualitative data and themes which, once emerged, were used to 

develop the theory (Thomas and Harden, 2007). Initially, themes were identified from the 

literature, incidences of these themes were highlighted in the transcripts in a process 

Palaiologou et al. (2016:179) refers to as, ‘open coding’ and what Silverman (2011:62) 

terms ‘a priori’ codes. The next step was to identify any new and recurrent themes, which 

were not initially suggested by the literature; these were identified as ‘emergent’ codes 

(Silverman, 2011:62). The intention was that data was used to discover the insider 

accounts with minimal initial preconceptions.  

 

There is a danger inherent within this process that the researcher is, in effect, ‘turning 

qualitative data into quantitative data’ (Ryan and Bernard, 2000:777). This was guarded 

against, as far as possible, by keeping to a small number of broad themes for the research 

questions as well as the findings and discussion. Palaiologou (2016) suggests that a 

possible solution to mitigate, if not eliminate any potential bias from the imposition of 

themes by the researcher, is to check the results with the participants. Although this was 

not possible with the student participants, it was completed with some of the staff, as 

described in the previous section. 

 

In the pilot study, the researcher used a software package known as Nvivo. It was efficient 

at selecting key words and phrases for frequency, but it meant losing some familiarity with 

the primary data. Therefore, in the main study, the thematic analysis was conducted 

manually. The system, which was adopted started with the approach suggested by Miles 

and Huberman (1994:9). It started by looking for reference to the themes that were 
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identified within the literature review and using them as key words or phrases, such as 

‘resilience’, ‘funding,’ ‘expectations’. This yielded some initial results through using a 

variety of colours to highlight words or phrases against these key themes. However, it is 

also important to recognise that participants do not always use the same terminology for 

similar themes. For example, ‘widening participation’ might appear in the participant 

transcripts as a discussion about the needs of mature or part- time students; or may only 

make vague reference to ‘family responsibilities’. The relevance to WP may only become 

apparent later in the transcription as they apply comments to their own or other’s 

situations and circumstances. This was the painstaking part as each transcript was read 

carefully to ensure that all relevant information, which relates to a particular topic is 

captured with highlighted themes.  As Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest, there was 

some employment of notes in the margin or on separate documentation to note any 

variance from the initially identified themes.  

 

The themes were then transferred to a table (examples can be found in Appendix 8) and 

key quotes to support them were added from the transcripts and placed on the table in 

rows. The same process was conducted upon all the participant groups’ transcripts’ so that 

the table produced had themes in one column and relevant quotes next to them in 

another.  

 
 
From this table, the list of generalised themes could then be evaluated against the 

literature and also enabled further reading and consideration of any emerging themes. In 

the event, no new themes emerged. From these themes, a thesis was developed. Initial 

data and pen portraits for the participants are available in Appendices 8 and 9. 
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The ex-student participants had already left their HE in FE studies so their decision to leave 

could mean they are potentially vulnerable to confirmation bias (Nickerson, 1998). This will 

be considered in the next section. 

 

3.7.2 Confirmation bias 

Confirmation bias is the tendency for individuals to report past or current actions as 

supporting or even confirming existing attitudes or values (Nickerson, 1998; Rozin and 

Royzman, 2001). In the context of this research, it means that ex-student participants may 

be more negative about their Higher Education in Further Education experiences at 

Northsall in order to justify their decision to leave (Nickerson, 1998; Rozin and Royzman, 

2001). They may also blame themselves for not being able to stay and complete the 

course. It is important to take this into account when considering the ways in which the 

students talk about their learning journey experiences. As the ex-student participants 

themselves reported: 

I feel a bit of a failure, but the cons were outweighing the pros.  I took into 
consideration that maybe I could come out, reflect (Kane)   
 
It wasn’t it wasn’t time to do it right now (Ellie)  
 
If I hadn’t had to deal with all that [mental ill health] I would still be there, and I 
would be doing my work (Gill).  

 

It is hard to know whether they were being realistic in their assessment of their own 

inability to overcome their problems and continue study. What is certain is that when 

looking back, they still feel that their decision to enrol on a Higher Education in Further 

Education degree course was the right one at the time.  
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The staff participants may also try to frame their responses in such a way as to support 

their own, pre-existing, beliefs about why students leave their HE in FE courses. The SSOs 

themselves may have a confirmation bias regarding the effectiveness of their role 

(Nickerson, 1998). They may also not want to appear to be critical of their college 

management (Unwin in Derrick et al., 2010). It is important to be alert to confirmation 

bias, but it can also be seen as a potential source of evidence, for example of the impact of 

neoliberalism on HE in FE, as was possibly the case with tutors Stella and Dee and SSO 

Sally. They seemed to take greater personal responsibility for their students’ retention and 

recognise the need to adapt their own behaviour and offer a lot of pastoral care. This could 

mean they are simply trying to comply with the business culture of the college in 

attempting to meet targets for retention which may not be achievable within the current 

reduced funding regimes (Smith, 2015). SSO Mike, as an FE manager was trying to make 

ethical decisions about staff deployment and student resourcing in situations in which 

there seems to be simply not enough funding to go around. His loyalty as a manager was 

likely to be towards the ethos of senior management at his college (Armingeon and Bonoli, 

2006). He may find this more stressful as someone who also teaches and is interested in 

the student experience but is also aware of his own management position as different 

from teaching staff in terms of funding priorities, and his experiences which could be seen 

as at the front line of the dissonance between neoliberalised and collectivist approaches to 

administering Higher Education (Deem, 2011).   

 

The way to mitigate the effects of confirmation bias is to look for evidence in the primary 

and secondary data. Individual assertions by staff or students about the reasons why 

students fail to be retained on their HE in FE programmes will be far more compelling if 
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there is triangulated evidence from either other participants within the study or from 

secondary research. 

 
3.7.3 Limitations of the methods 

The research has a number of possible limitations. The use of trusted intermediaries as a 

way to facilitate access to hard-to-reach participants enabled the experiences of students 

who had left Further Education in Higher Education courses to be explored authentically. A 

limitation of using an intermediary is that some control is lost over the way the research is 

conducted. Although the SSO’s telephone invitation was agreed, it was not scripted 

because it depended on her knowledge and relationship with the ex-student to secure 

their cooperation. If her approach was identical and constrained, the student may not have 

felt at ease with the request and the response may have been lower. However, a further 

limitation is that it was not possible to interview students who may have had a negative 

experience of student services. It is possible that the cohort is limited to those who felt 

they had a positive relationship with the SSO. 

 

The research, which is carried out by someone with partial ‘insider’ status may be subject 

to bias, however well that has been guarded against (Jones, 1985). The student 

participants were contacted by someone they knew, and it could be that they felt 

obligated to participate in the research because of their relationship with the SSO. This 

perceived coercion could have influenced their responses, either positively as demand 

characteristics, or negatively as they felt resentful about being contacted (Denscombe, 

2010). This was mitigated against by starting the interview with reassurances, from myself, 

that they were under no obligation to participate. It ended with an open invitation to 
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contact the SSO with regard to any further issues, including re-joining their course or 

withdrawing their data from the research.  

 

A fuller discussion of the potential generalisability of this small-scale study is included in 

section 3.3.3. The research can only offer a snapshot of the experiences of students at 

Northsall, during the period in which the research was taking place. Research based on the 

experiences of Higher Education students in Further Education colleges, whether in the 

past, future or at different colleges may produce different outcomes. Gaining insight into 

student experiences through systematic study can inform practices and approaches not 

only in one college but possibly in others, providing current local circumstances are 

considered. It can create a set of outcomes against which other colleges can self-assess to 

help them address similar, rather than identical, questions about preventing student drop 

out.  As there is little research into, HE in FE student retention, this research recommends 

further studies.  

 

The research was conducted, and the sixteen staff and student interviews were 

transcribed and analysed as described in this chapter. The next step was to use the 

transcript thematic analysis to identify findings and evaluate them against the literature, in 

order to address RQs 1 and 2. 
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Chapter 4: Findings and Discussion  

 

This chapter outlines the research findings and will follow the three overarching themes 

identified in the literature review in order to address the first two research questions: 1: 

‘What reasons do students give for leaving their course before completion?’ and 2: ‘How 

important is resilience to student retention at HE level?’. The first factor influencing 

resilience is those individual to the student, such as their personality, physical and mental 

health (Fowler et al., 2014). The second is institutional factors on a HE in FE student’s 

learning journey, such as student experiences of teaching and learning (Illeris, 2017). The 

last is the policy context, which includes marketisation, funding and student expectations 

(Maringe, 2006; Nixon et al., 2018). The sub themes within each of these will also be 

explored, where they have been significant within the participant responses, about the 

reasons the students gave for leaving their course before completion. It will also examine 

how important and helpful the concept of resilience is to student retention at HE level 

study in a FEI, whilst recognising that it may be open to misuse (Canavan, 2007).  The 

findings and discussion reflect the voices of the former student participants and staff about 

the reasons they gave about why HE in FE students withdraw from their programmes.  

 

The former student participant responses will be indicated by their pseudonym only, but 

staff participants’ names will have the prefix ‘Tutor’ or ‘SSO’ as appropriate. For some 

themes, it may be the case that one group of participants has responded 

disproportionately more than the others. Whenever possible, student responses have 

been prioritised. However, this can mean that staff appear to have the last word. This is 

not intentional and simply the result of having to assign an order to participant data which 
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seems most relevant to the subject under discussion.  An overview of the participants who 

agreed to provide information for the study is included in Appendix 8, table A, in order to 

increase the reader’s understanding of the primary data. Tables B, C, D and E are 

summaries of some of the themes in the staff interviews which emerged at a later stage of 

the thematic analysis process. Appendix 9 is a collection of pen portraits of each of the 

participants in the study. College records revealed that six of the student participants were 

aged 18-25. Throughout the discussion of findings, students over 25 years will be referred 

to as ‘older’ and those who are 18-25 will be referred to as ‘younger’ participants. The staff 

participants often use the term ‘mature’ which refers to anyone over 19.  

 

In the first section, attention will be focussed on the first overarching theme from the 

literature review, which considers the student as an individual and the way in which their 

own resilience is affected by personality and life events; all of which may impact on their 

ability to be resilient and avoid dropping out of their HE in FE studies.  

 
 
4.1 Individual resilience and retention 

Higher Education students begin their studies having achieved at least a level 3 

qualification and thereby demonstrated some ability to overcome any barriers to study 

they encounter (Rutter, 2012). The student’s background may continue to have an impact 

on how they experience Higher Education in Further Education throughout their study 

(Reay et al., 2001a). This is particularly true of the large WP cohort at Northsall. Students 

drop out when personality issues and poor resilience combine with other stressors in the 

student’s life and may lead to them leaving (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Gill, 2016).  
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Resilience itself will be considered first as a theme which has the potential to impact most 

broadly across the HE in FE student’s experience.  

  

4.1.1 Resilience 

This quote from Lana seems to sum up the attitude of all the former student participants 

to their course and their ability to be resilient against the various issues they have faced: 

I would really like to finish [the course]. I just couldn’t do it… (Lana)  

 

Resilience is the ability to manage oneself and therefore make appropriate adjustment to 

the environment to still be effective in whatever endeavour is currently being undertaken 

(Florez, 2011). Resilience is best viewed as a concept which is not fixed but elastic and 

depends upon a number of factors. Firstly, the pre-existing ability of the student to be 

resilient; as well as how many and how serious the stressors are within their course and in 

their personal lives. It is also important to note that resilience can also be understood as a 

concept which is open to misuse by encouraging the extension of an individual’s effort 

beyond that which is healthy or desirable for them (Canavan, 2007; Garrett, 2015).  

 

Good personal resilience has been postulated as being either innate or learned (Robertson, 

2012; Luther in VicHealth, 2015). The student participants did not mention resilience but 

Tutor Martin’s and SSO Sally’s views of resilience as a commodity, were expressed: 

I don’t think many of them [students] are [resilient] to be honest. I think if they are, 
they are the ones who do really well. (Tutor Martin) 
 
…If they want to do it [the course] they’ll do it.…if stuff does happen, then they’ve got 
that innate ability to try and be organised whatever life throws at them. (SSO Sally) 
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If this were true, it means there is limited ability for staff at the college to influence 

resilience (Luther in VicHealth, 2015). Conversely, SSO June seems to be saying resilience 

can be developed, but only through experiences external rather than internal to FE 

colleges: 

Come back having your life experience after two years… maybe then having 
developed the resilience you require to succeed to the best of your ability. (SSO June) 

 

Tutor Dee seems to see resilience as influenced by a supportive environment and, in 

contrast to SSO June, as being able to develop within a course through the tutor’s ability to 

support and manage students to build resilience (Schunk and Zimmerman, 2008:17). She 

suggests: 

…their [the student’s] resilience very much depends on their integration in the class. 
Their acceptance by other students in the classroom and my support as a tutor. 
(Tutor Dee) 

 

The role of the tutor, which seems critical here, in supporting and building resilience in HE 

in FE students will be explored later in the discussion. 

 

4.1.2 Overstretching resilience and the decision to leave. 

There seems to be an identifiable period immediately before the conscious decision to 

leave has been taken, in which the student is experiencing stress to their resilience but has 

not yet left the college. The student participants described it in terms of there being a 

‘problem’ or ‘difficulty’. These are the kind of words that are used by half of the 

participants: 

 
I had difficulties since the beginning….  (Valentina) 
 
I was still doing the work and turning up; it’s just that at times it was difficult (Lana) 
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I was having difficulties on this course and in my own life as well (Karla) 

 

The next stage of resilience, after recognising there is a problem that needs adjustment, is 

being able to make that adjustment (Robertson, 2012): 

I’m very conscientious and I’ve got an assignment to do and I don’t want to give up. 
(Julia)  

 

This leads to the consideration of whether anything can be done for students at this point. 

Park et al. (2011) suggest timely intervention when student disengagement is identified: 

I think it was a mixture of both the stress from the course and the PTSD, so I thought 
it was best to pull out (Kane)  
 
It was just a lot of personal issues, my health and stuff meant I just couldn’t do it 
which is frustrating because I would really like to finish it (Lana) 

 

Personalities cope differentially with stress (Korte et al., 2005). It is also difficult to 

resource support for students to harness and enhance their own efforts at this point:  

For some people at 18 they are very resilient but it’s really about tailoring to each 
person and I don’t know how we do that and that’s very labour intensive. (SSO June) 
 

This is particularly so if the student does not know whether they are going to have a 

problem and therefore what help they may need: 

My illness is up and down every day. So, meeting things was quite difficult cos it’s 
unpredictable. (Ellie)  

 

A feature of this concerted effort when the student is attempting to recover any perceived 

or lost academic ground, is that they seem to reach a pinch point. This is where they begin 

the process of disengagement and the absences this usually entails are initiated 
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(O’Donnell, 2009). By this point, Julia and Jake seem at the ‘acceptance’ stage of Kubler-

Ross’s (1969) loss cycle: 

 I tried to hold it together, but I couldn’t, I thought, do you know, I’m just going to 
have to let it go. (Julia) 
 
Look I’m trying to keep up, and then it just got to the point where I said to them 
[tutors], enough’s enough, I can’t do this (Jake) 
 

Immediate intervention to resolve acute student issues was not generally a topic that 

concerned students, and none commented upon it, but there is some indication in what 

the students said: 

From day one, unable to access my IT and the library, from the first period I seemed 
to be having trouble. (Leah) 

 
 

I’d told her [the tutor] my problems and it got to the point where I felt like she just 
wasn’t listening. (Gill) 

 

For Gill and Leah, college interventions were not timely enough to prevent them leaving 

(Park et al.,2011). Their perception of the difficulties they encountered were that they 

were unsurmountable. The objectivity of this assessment is difficult to assess. Tutor Dee 

notes this when she says: 

There are a lot of things that are out of our control that impact on the students and it 
could simply be moving from one building to another …and students did leave 
because they didn’t like this building (Tutor Dee) 

 

Gill’s assertion about her tutor being the first point of contact for support is important. 

When contact is not available, a supportive relationship outside of teaching can mitigate 

both college and tutor weakness. Tutor Dee herself suggested this when she continued to 

say: 
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Since I have been really harsh with myself and reflected and I believe a lot of it 
[student reported difficulty] is to do with the tutors. (Tutor Dee) 

 

Douglas et al. (2015) suggests, it can be just one overwhelming issue or circumstance 

which tips the balance of enablers against stressors in the student’s life (Hedberg and 

Tone, 2014),  

‘My health and stuff meant I just couldn’t do it which is frustrating’ (Lana) 

Lana believed that under different circumstances she could have completed her course. 

This runs contrary to Gilborn and Mirza’s (2000) expectation that WP students who drop 

out joined the course with poor innate resilience. 

 

The challenge faced by Northsall, in order to address the pressures which could lead to 

withdrawal, is to identify this individual breaking point before it leads to drop out, through 

an individualised approach to assess the likely weighting of current factors in dropping out 

for each student (See also the flow chart– Figure 4, page 196). Tutors Dee and Stella 

believe in a proactive approach by the college, with the student’s tutor spearheading the 

initiative: 

I do believe that me contacting the students straight away and encouraging them to 
come back would make a lot of difference to whether they stayed. (Tutor Dee) 
 
We [tutors] support the student, get them over those barriers in terms of yes you can 
do it and also when they need it, ‘just do it’! (Laughs) (Tutor Stella) 

 

Tutor Martin has a different perspective. He suggests that poor decision making on the 

part of the student before the course is the cause of their difficulty. This suggests he sees 

the balance of responsibility for managing the stressors in the student’s life should be 

towards taking their own responsibility: 
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 They want their educational experience to work around their current circumstances 
and they don’t understand that it doesn’t work like that. (Tutor Martin) 
 

Tutor Martin, when asked why students leave, did not talk about HE in FE’s role as trying to 

prevent this: 

I think that’s just when they realise oh this is too difficult…I can’t think of any other 
reason really. (Tutor Martin) 

 

Gill’s (2016) suggestion, in agreement with Tutors Stella and Dee, of a proactive approach 

by college staff to students, to encourage retention, would seem to be preferable. SSO 

June, like Tomlinson (2014), suggests that in the current climate of austerity and reduced 

funding, proper time and support for tutors or SSOs to engage with vulnerable HE in FE 

students could be costly and prohibitive. This was felt keenly by Tutor Stella: 

The way we support [students] is in terms of tutorials but it is quite difficult you know 
because it’s having the time. I want to spend more time with students to make sure 
they are actually getting it. (Tutor Stella) 

 

It would probably be much more costly both personally and to Colleges, if students do not 

complete their course (Smith, 2007a). Intervention by staff to support student resilience 

which could be part of existing tutorial provision would be efficient and could support 

retention. This lack of support, as a financial issue is noted by Lana and discussed later in 

this section. 

 

The development of resilience could be supported by understanding how factors or 

stressors in the student’s life can outweigh their ability to study.  This could also facilitate a 

conversation between student and tutor or student and SSO if the tutor is not available. 

This awareness raising may enable better personal resilience via communication, 
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combined with a consideration of Hedberg and Tone’s (2014) enablers and stressors to 

successful study. 

 

Mental illness and resilience are related concepts because those who suffer mental ill 

health constantly need to be resilient in order to function (Binnie, 2017). This factor will 

now be examined in terms of data collected from the participants in the study. 

 

4.1.3 Mental health and resilience 

Supporting good mental health and addressing any issues which may arise around mental 

ill health, is of increasing concern to institutions in all levels of education. (Kitzrow, 2003; 

Government Green Paper, 2018). Out of the ten student participants in the study, three 

reported mental ill health as the main or a major reason for dropping out of their study. 

These three students talked about mental ill health in terms of a situation which was 

exacerbated or developed after they started the course: 

I was having health issues as well, PTSD, so I was not very good at the time either 
(Kane) 
 
It wasn’t the course itself that made me leave, it was my mental health that made me 
really poorly… (Gill) 
 
It was more sort of my health and the circumstances... I’ve got depression and 
anxiety…The stress of it was just making me more ill, so the decision was made to 
leave. (Lana) 

 

The increase in mental ill health in recent times, which was noted by The Adult Psychiatric 

Morbidity Survey (APMS, 2016) and the organisation Young Minds (2017) was reflected in 

SSO Sally’s own observations: 
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The proportion of students that have depression and anxiety that I work with has 
gone up considerably year on year. Whether that’s people coming forward more, or 
people are experiencing it more I don’t know…. (SSO Sally) 

 

Students with poor resilience and mental ill health often see the problem as external to 

them, rather than something they can control and improve as an aspect of their 

personality, ‘… so, the decision was made to leave.’ (Lana). This statement indicates 

devolved personal responsibility for the decision by asserting it in the third person. A 

possible difference in expectations in those students who have demonstrated mental 

health vulnerability as identified by Staff Dee as a risk factor for leaving: 

I think some people with mental health issues, and I’m not talking about dyslexia. I’m 
talking about something far more serious that has been the result of abuse or 
addiction, depression those kinds of things. They can impact a student because 
sometimes they have unrealistic expectations of how other people will treat them. 
(Tutor Dee) 

 

Addressing this devolving of personal responsibility can be a successful approach to 

building resilience (Eisenburg and Hunt, 2009). Encouraging students to monitor their own 

resilience levels would mitigate some of the resource need and also encourage HE 

students to take control of their own leaning and some responsibility for developing their 

resilience (Leitch and Day, 2000; El-Dib, 2007). This seems to be something Tutor Dee is 

already starting to implement by encouraging students to take responsibility for their own 

metacognitive reflection and improvement: 

One of the things that has been brought out is the student’s willingness to reflect on 
[learning] to move forward. I’ve done it in a way where they are in a safe 
environment, I don’t make it public. It’s not the whole class. (Tutor Dee) 
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Self-reported mental ill health of students in Higher Education is generally better than for 

people in the general population (Eisenburg and Hunt, 2009). This would indicate that 

funding help for HE in FE students who do experience difficulty is desirable.  According to 

Murphy and Fonagy (2012) low socioeconomic groups, a feature of the WP cohort at 

Northsall, are at increased risk of mental ill health. The best approach would be to support 

their mental health, ensure they are retained and achieve their degree level qualification 

(MHF, 2016). This means there may be greater need at FEIs such as Northsall, for specialist 

support for students with mental ill health who will need staff who have the skills and 

knowledge to do it. In reality, there is likely to be only a small number of tutors with the 

appropriate professional background. In the current financial climate which FEIs find 

themselves since 2010, has possibly made student centred approaches more difficult to 

achieve (Tomlinson, 2014).  

 

SSO June also talks about mental health as underpinning the aims of the project which 

funds her role through a HEFCE funded project. SSO Mike also acknowledged that 

addressing mental ill health is sometimes part of his role: 

[When advising a tutor about a student] Sounds like there may be some personal 
issues there; access the college councillor. (SSO Mike) 
 

Trying to incorporate intervention into existing tutorial provision or encouraging greater 

participation by raising awareness of personal resilience and encouraging students in their 

own reflection and self-assessment may be useful, even if on-going support needs to be 

sourced outside FEIs (see SEO at Northsall’s list of external points of referral, Appendix 7). 

Binnie (2017) suggested that those with mental ill health are more resilient than the 

general population which, given the possible stressors they may face from inadequate 
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college support for them, seems likely to be the case and necessary for them to complete 

their studies. As these quotes from Lana, Kane and Gill, when they were asked about why 

they left suggest that, in support of Binnie (ibid), mental ill health and poor resilience are 

not necessarily bound together: 

it was more my health and the circumstances that I was in. I’ve got depression and 
anxiety, so it was quite difficult at times and I was going through a rough couple of 
months. I just didn’t have the energy to do stuff, so the work I was doing was not up 
to standard. The stress of it was just making me more ill, so the decision was made to 
leave. (Lana) 

 

I think it was a mixture of both, the stress from the course and the PTSD was playing 
up so I thought it was best to pull out (Kane) 

 

it wasn’t the course itself, that made me leave it was my mental health that made me 
really poorly but if you know, If I hadn’t had to deal with all that I would still be there 
and I would be doing my work and I would be really happy (Gill) 

 

Physical health can be as difficult as mental health to overcome and between them 

represented the reasons why seven out of ten of the student participants left their course. 

The impact of the student’s own or familial ill health will now be considered. 

 

4.1.4 Physical health and resilience 

Personal or familial physical ill health are the reasons given by three of the student 

participants for leaving their HE in FE course (see table A, appendix 8). This seems to be 

because these reasons are major stressors which individual resilience is less likely to 

overcome (Hedberg and Tone, 2014): 

The reason why I left was because of an illness… my illness is up and down every day 
…so meeting things was quite difficult. (Ellie) 
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It should be noted that pre-existing physical or mental ill health are not necessarily 

predictors of drop out as often students in this position are familiar with historical coping 

strategies (Rutter, 2012). Difficulty arises when there is a new or additional stressor within 

their immediate experiences (Eisenburg et al., 2009): 

I would just constantly pick-up infections and then not be able to sleep. …It got to the 
point that on a good day I was on crutches and on a bad day I was in a wheelchair. 
(Jake) 

 

The deterioration in health described by Jake makes it easy to see how he experienced 

additional stressors.  Jake was determined to return and complete his studies at Northsall 

eventually which may support Kleinfield’s (2009) assertions about resilience and gender 

differences which suggest that men are better able to overcome health problems. 

 

The literature tends to link physical health to wider issues of ‘wellbeing’ (Theodoratou et 

al., 2016), especially emotional and psychological wellbeing (Rose, 2017). This seems to 

point to the interconnectedness of ill health with individual resilience. For Julia, the health 

stressor was her parent’s, rather than her own deteriorating health: 

I thought that whole year I would be caring for my Mum and doing some art [on the 
course]. …My Mum went critical in about November and went back into hospital, so I 
had to travel to [city nearby] every day and it just became too much. (Julia) 

 

The fluctuations in the balance between the weight of life circumstances, the estimation of 

her ability to cope and subsequent further weights of deteriorating circumstances, can 

clearly be seen in Julia’s story. It can be represented as balance scales, the outcome of 

which is really dependent on the weighting given to each of the factors. This is explored 

further in section 5.2.2 in Julia’s table (page 199). 
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Although only SSO Mike of the staff participants mentions physical ill health specifically, 

Staff Dee seems to suggest that there is a level of severity of difficulties which students can 

face which is likely to indicate withdrawal: 

It might be due to illness or wider family issues sometimes that is a factor which 
means that at this particular point it’s just not quite right for them. (SSO Mike) 
 
The past two years, I don’t have students leaving, other than for really serious 
reasons (Tutor Dee) 

 

Therefore, it might be helpful to students for staff to take account of whether an illness in 

themselves or their immediate family is pre-existing, and they could therefore be 

effectively supported through it, as opposed to acute and unlikely to be overcome 

(Eisenberg et al., 2009; Holschuh and LeCroy, 2012). This assessment will be individual to 

the student and include their assessment of Hedberg and Tone’s (2014) personal enablers 

and stressors. A way to assess this through the tutorial process may be helpful.   

 

The next overarching factor affecting drop out concerns the student’s experience of 

Northsall and their own ‘learning journey’ as they encounter a variety of factors which are 

based within Northsall as an institution (Burdon, 2002).  

 
 
4.2. Institutional factors which may influence resilience and retention. 

This section examines institutional factors, which may affect student retention on HE in FE 

courses. Each is encountered in a broadly sequential way as the students move through 

their college learning journey in Northsall. Learning experiences will be influenced by 

students’ own expectations of study and can determine whether they have sufficient 

resilience against a difficulty they may encounter within Northsall and stay on the course, 
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or their resilience will be tested beyond their ability to cope and they will leave (Brown et 

al., 2001; Cohen et al., 2011). This includes the importance of relationships with tutors and 

other students, which can mitigate against the difficulties which students may encounter 

(Gill, 2016), as well as the wider culture and services in Northsall itself, experienced as 

either supportive or unsupportive (Thomas, 2002). Ultimately, Northsall’s response to 

student difficulty, and what attempts are made to re-engage the student through 

bolstering their resilience to continue their learning journey will dictate whether a student 

is retained (Park et al., 2011).  

 

The first part of this section considers the provision of effective and appropriate guidance 

which is especially important to WP students because they will need to be informed and 

advised of learning opportunities which may fit around their complex life responsibilities 

(Watt and Paterson, 2010; Sperlinger et al. 2018).  

 
 
4.2.1 Information, advice and guidance at Northsall (IAG)  

A stressor such as choosing the wrong course could put such a strain onto the student’s 

ability to be resilient, so that they leave.  This supports Watt and Paterson’s (2010) 

concerns about the national importance of good pre- course guidance. Lack of satisfaction 

with the advice given by Northsall was apparent in three of the student responses and 

seemed to be a contributing factor to their withdrawal. Leah’s response to a question 

about whether the course met her needs, suggests she was not given good IAG:  

Not at all no…I would probably do things slightly differently…I would have gone 
straight on to university… (Leah)  
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Two students were given, what they regarded as, poor guidance by staff because they 

advised them to take their course, even though it did not fit what they wanted to do: 

I wish I could have…joined another course…it wasn’t really the course I was supposed 
to do (Valentina). 
 
I was only having difficulties [because] to be honest I was not on the right course for 
me (Julia) 
 

 
Kane was on the wrong course because he left for another one at another level of 

study: 

 I think it was lack of preparation on my behalf and I’m currently doing a level 2 now, 
that’s more my level. (Kane) 

 

The importance of ensuring students are ‘on the right course’ seemed to be echoed in the 

staff responses: 

Sometimes they leave cos it’s not the right course for them (Tutor Stella) 
 
Why they leave? I think that’s just when they realise oh this is too difficult, or this is 
just not what they thought (Tutor Martin) 
 

However, of the other six student participants, three expressed no opinion about the IAG 

they received and the remaining three described it simply as ‘good’ when directly asked, so 

poor experiences were not reported by the majority.  SSO Sally suggests that some 

students feel staff may be actively misleading or hiding aspects of the course experience in 

order to secure another student for the programme of study:  

“I [the student] got sold something completely different before I started…” I [Sally] 
don’t know how true that is because I’m not there and how much they take in and 
how much the tutors say. (SSO Sally) 
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This is supported by Julia; whose experiences demonstrate that she did not receive the 

right guidance from course tutors and for that reason they are recounted in detail here. 

She describes the initial approach she made to Northsall and the advice she received: 

I called someone in the middle of August. E [Tutor] called me right back which was 
good … I was explaining what my situation was and what I wanted from a course... I 
was asking for just some art classes… …cos the following year I was going to be doing 
a course in art therapy (Julia) 
 

Julia’s journey through IAG seemed to get more complicated and less suited to her needs: 

Something happened from that conversation with E. He understood what I wanted. 
By the time I had put in my application, N [another tutor] wrote to me because I’ve 
already got a master’s. … and said, ’it sounds like you would be interested in art. 
master’s in creative practice …’ I said ‘no…I’ve already got a masters what I want is a 
place and a time to go to learn different art skills’ I was told by E that I could do it on 
two days, …I work as a consultant, so I can jiggle around my timetable. I’m also 
looking after my elderly Mother who is ill. Then a few weeks passed. N wrote back, oh 
are you interested in this masters? Case of: No. Time went by …I called back, and they 
said there’s supposed to be an interview process …But what I think had happened 
during that time and that process is that the course that I wanted got 
discontinued…right at the last minute. This [the new course N offered] needs to be 
full time but no-one told me, so by the time I came for my interview, which I had to 
push for…She just took my application and just said enrol next week. But she said, Oh 
the course is three days and I said,’ I’ve been told its two days’ … I’ve moved around 
my things and I’ve come to this interview knowing and thinking it’s different. 
I sat and thought about it and I really wanted to do that… I was caring for my Mum…I 
know what I’ll do is I’ll focus on this art; I’ll do this art for three days. I’ll drop down 
another workday... So, I thought about it … I think in my interview and the enrolment 
day was the same day, I didn’t have a lot of time to think. (Julia) 

 

Julia received differing advice from different tutors and a change in course provision 

between her application and the start of the course. This directly supports Kidd and 

Wardman’s (1999) view that resourcing and timetabling should not dictate a student’s 

enrolment decision.  Julia seems to offer a clear example of Northsall encouraging students 

to enrol on a course that is not really suited either to their availability, or career objectives 

but may have suited current college provision (Sperlinger et al., 2018:36).  
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4.2.2 Influence on course choice 

Family and friends could be important influencers in the lives of many people, and it could 

be assumed that they wield the most power when it comes to a student’s decision to join 

an education programme (Kidd and Wardman, 1999). This juxtaposes with Maringe (2006) 

who found that students often do their own research into HE courses, which is much more 

accessible thanks to greater access to the internet. Maringe (ibid) suggests students start 

with a shortlist of institutions in their local area and they are then influenced by the 

consumerist concerns of whether a particular degree will lead to a particular job. He found 

that tutors’ advice was the third most important influencing factor, with parental advice 

lower on the list at 9th out of 10 (Maringe, 2006). Social media, according to Maringe, is 

used by HE institutions to market information and it may also be influencing student 

degree choices. SSO Sally talks about those who may be actively working against family 

expectations: 

“My Dad does the scaffolding, and he don’t know why I’m doing this, and he doesn’t 
understand”. But they are still here so they are not bowing into that pressure.  
(SSO Sally) 

  

This presupposes that all students, particularly those from a WP background, have ready 

access to the internet. Older students are less likely to be ‘digital immigrants’ than ‘digital 

naturals’ (Koumachi, 2019:56). This needs to be understood against the disincentive to HE 

study which competence in ICT skills may represent to some students because institutional 

website information can appear complicated.  The navigation of unfamiliar Virtual Learning 

Environments (VLEs) can be discouraging to both investigating and engaging with HE study 

(Almeida et al., 2016). 
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Overall, the picture which emerges from the student participants in the study is that they 

are making their own decisions (Kidd and Wardman, 1999). Students consistently talk 

about decisions in the first person. Kane, also from a non-graduate background, suggests 

that his difficulties on the course stemmed, not from poor advice but from his own 

experiences on the course: 

 …lack of preparation on my behalf …. I was just out of my depth (Kane) 

Ross also supported Kane’s assertion of experiencing difficulty in staying on the course, 

which they had not anticipated: 

It wasn’t that I was having difficulties, it was just the feeling that it wasn’t what I 
wanted to do any more (Ross) 

 

These students do not directly blame poor IAG, but the staff’s perception was of poor pre-

course research or student unpreparedness for study because they seem to be blaming 

the students; this may not necessarily be the reality. SSO Sally even questions herself in 

this assumption, ‘They must have done their research!’ (SSO Sally).  

When all the information provided by the students is taken into consideration, especially 

Julia’s experiences, it is obvious that the provider was at fault in providing inconsistent and 

sometimes, inappropriate guidance.  

 

Students can, in some cases, be easily influenced to progress to the next level of study 

without seeming to give it too much thought (Mitchell and Krumboltz, 1990). Internal 

transition within Northsall was important to HE in FE recruitment targets (Northsall 

Strategic Plan 2013- 2014; MIS, 2014). SSO Mike, as an FE manager himself sums this up: 

I try to make sure they [teaching staff] understand the financial side of it…. I don’t get 
involved in interviewing students or anything like that because I know I’ve got a 
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slightly different motivation and I wouldn’t want that to cloud my view of a learner 
who’s suitable or not (SSO Mike) 

 
 
Anyone who offers IAG in a college could reasonably be following the advice of the DfES in 

2006 which encouraged HE in FE provision to promote participation, particularly to WP 

students who may have low or repressed aspirations as a feature of their disempowerment 

because of middle class policy makers (Archer et al., 2005). However, Willetts (2017) 

suggests that Government initiatives can mean a HE institution attempting to fill up 

programmes of study even if the course recommended to individual students is not right 

for their circumstances or they do not meet the criteria for entry. Students can get caught 

up in the system and pushed towards HE when they may have preferred employment or 

an apprenticeship, and this only comes to light after they start the course: 

People just start [the course] because that’s the way that it’s been set up for them…I 
have worked with students that have been doing a year of something and questioning 
whether it’s the right course for them (SSO Sally) 
 

SSO Sally talks about the haste with which some students seem to make the decision to 

enter HE study: 

Because you wouldn’t …walk into a car dealership and straight away pick that six-
grand car, you would do a bit of research and think about it. (SSO Sally) 

 

This resonates with Krieshok (1998) that early closure in decision making for potential HE 

students should be discouraged. 

 

Ineffective IAG seems to involve a complex interplay between the quality of course 

guidance and staff partiality, along with institutional changes and poor decision making on 

the part of the student. Kane, Valentina and Ross point to the need for a student-centred 
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and independent approach to IAG which should be tailored to their individual life 

circumstances and needs as WP students (Sperlinger et al, 2018). To ensure good retention 

for HE in FE students, they need to be on the right course for them (Kidd and Wardman, 

1999). Effective course guidance will depend, to some extent, on the resources available to 

provide independent IAG to prospective HE students and the easing of pressure on staff to 

meet recruitment targets, especially since 2010, in order to allow tutors to provide more 

objective, individualised advice (Bowl, 2001; Hodgson, 2015).  

 

Once a student has made the right decision for them to start a HE in FE course, they could 

find the transition between study at level 3 and level 4 difficult, and it is this which will now 

be considered (Bathmaker and Thomas, 2009). 

 
 
4.2.3 Transition to HE in FE study 

The transition to study at degree level can be a difficult time for students new to HE. Allan 

et al. (2014) suggests that the having good resilience can enable students to make a more 

effective transition. Transitioning to HE study from level 3 and strategies to support 

students at this time, including study skills, bridging courses and induction content seemed 

to be important to the staff participants: 

I don’t think level 3 prepares for them for level 4 at this point in time in education. I 
think it’s why some institutions struggle to retain students simply because of the type 
of programme that they do at level 3. (Tutor Martin) 
 
I would say the transition [From level 3] and they [older students] find it easier, 
maybe they can relate to it more. The ones that have come through the college. Some 
do well, and some struggle …. I think we could do more in terms of preparing them 
(Tutor Stella) 
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Transitioning to higher education study could mean experiencing difficulties at the start of 

the programme:  

I think that transition from level 3 to level 4 or from outside of college, coming back 
into education is challenging for some people. (SSO Sally) 
 
I spend a lot of my time in inductions and things trying to get across: “What is 
academia”, because I don’t think they actually grasp that. (SSO June) 
 
At the start of the foundation degree there can be a few you know wobbles, for 
various reasons. Students start late…. (SSO Mike) 

 

SSO Mike highlights a possible issue about HE students who begin studying after the 

course has started. There were no late starters amongst the student participants to assess 

how accurate this assertion may be. Although the students did not report difficulty as 

occurring at the start of their studies, Lana and Kane did report struggling with academic 

expectations and workload more generally. For Kane, the work was, ‘Too hard’ and for 

Lana the course was, ‘…really difficult because there was a lot of work involved’.  This could 

have been as a result of poor transition support. However, it could also have been due to 

poor IAG or lack of preparation by the student, as noted by Kane. 

 

Transition may be an area which could be improved upon by ensuring students have 

adequate preparation for their HE study. The staff participants had some ideas about what 

they thought would support transition to HE study in FEIs: 

…more practical exercises with the students to help them with the transition from 
level 3 to level 4. …there are students that struggle so we are actually going to do 
more practice (Tutor Stella) 
 

Tutor Stella suggested supporting the academic skills of HE in FE students to aid their 

transition, but there were also some more diverse suggestions: 
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I think young people at level 3 should be put in touch with professionals so that it can 
be inspirational (Tutor Dee) 
 
Take ‘em away on a residential. Definitely. On some kind of summer bridging 
programme (Tutor Martin) 
 
Taster weeks or taster days in the course, that they are interested in. Talks from ex-
students... Mandatory interviews with Connexions (careers service) …just double 
checking that they have explored all the options available before they commit. (SSO 
Sally) 

 
 
Teaching and learning experiences are likely to influence whether students leave or stay 

and achieve (Cornelius-White, 2007). It is this important source of support for students, 

especially those who are experiencing stress to their resilience, which will be examined 

in the next sections.  

 
 
4.2.4 HE in FE teaching and learning identities 

Teaching relationships and all that entails are central to the student experience (Gill, 

2016). Reay et al. (2001a) suggest WP students experience dissonance between home 

life and HE study. This can be seen in HE in FE student’s reluctance to take on the 

identity of ‘student’. Tutor Martin notes this aversion. However, his expectations of HE 

seem to be influenced by his own home life and study within an HEI (Gorard and Smith, 

2006; Gill, 2016). He seems somewhat perplexed by the multiple identities of adults, 

being parents, employees as well as students, compared with younger students, who 

tend to describe themselves simply as ‘students’:  

They are a very strange student body I find, HE in FE students. They are from a low-
income background, but also get cars with private number plates and it’s because 
they just work a lot and they simply don’t identify themselves as students. It’s like ‘oh 
I’m just doing a bit of studying on the side’ Whereas when I was at uni in a big HEI 
everything I did was involved with my student life (Tutor Martin) 
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Tutor Martin may struggle with Illeris’ (2017) suggestion that successful adult learning is 

characterised by current and past life experiences and how these may be used within 

teaching.  He does not seem to be embracing Smit’s (2012) suggestion that HE should 

be trying to support WP students in what can seem an alien environment for them. By 

contrast, Tutor Dee is trying to understand what WP HE in FE student difficulties might 

be and how to address them by drawing on students’ own emphasis on employment 

related priorities: 

I have reflected on what their [her students’] strengths and weaknesses are, and they 
don’t know how to read, and they don’t know how to learn, and they don’t know how 
to write. So, I have changed my curriculum.  I actually now contextualise it alongside 
work-related learning (Tutor Dee) 

 

What Tutor Dee is saying seems to resonate with Illeris (2017) and reflect Rogers’ (2002) 

assertion that adult learners need to feel their previous, and current experiences are 

recognised and appreciated within current learning:  

Mature women … their confidence is really low so I’m trying to build that up and say 
it’s [academic work] a skill that anybody can learn, you’ve got life experience to put 
into this to question. (SSO June) 

 

The approach of the tutor to the HE relationship in a FEI can be very important to 

student resilience and retention, especially in HE in FE in which teaching pedagogy 

sometimes fluctuates between teaching and lecturing (Jephcote et al., 2008). This will 

be considered further in the next section.   

 

4.2.5 Higher Education in Further Education pedagogy 

Higher Education in Further Education has tried to emulate the practices of HEIs to 

maintain their validating partner’s expectations of a Higher Education learning 
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environment (Clegg, 2008).  This seems to create some divergence between an adapted 

Further Education style of teaching which is trying to embrace HE teaching philosophy 

whilst HE teaching philosophy is moving towards using FE pedagogical approaches (Walker 

et al., 2008; Oxford, 2008).  

 
Tutor Martin’s attitude to his teaching is that HE in FE students should adapt to traditional 

HEI styles of lecturing and learning: 

[To students] You’ve got to go away and do it yourself so just that general level of 
independence that we’re looking for…  I remember once teaching a student, we 
finished the lecture and she said,’ what do we do now?’  I was like,’ Do what you 
want!’ ‘I’m not going to tell you what to do I’ve finished teaching you now’.  
(Tutor Martin) 
 

SSO June, has an extensive background in HE and would like to move towards a HEI 

academic model of teaching:   

 [Question to students] ‘What does it mean to study in higher education?’  I think we 
could do more of that so that they see how they have got to operate differently.  
(SSO June) 

 

SSO June and Tutor Martin seem to have an encompassing view of HE as an identity and 

they seem to have the view that it should be the responsibility of the student to adapt to 

traditional HE teaching practices and expectations (Hawley and Harris, 2005). This could 

mean that staff are expecting a greater level of independent learning as in traditional HE 

scholarship (Palfreyman and Temple, 2017). This was not an expectation shared by some 

of the students: 

The first year you were told everything you had to do specifically; you had a lot more 
support, when you got into the second year, you’re left to it.’ (Lana) 
 
‘Students, a lot of them, haven’t been there before and it’s just a bit more support 
regarding where to get your information, things like that. (Leah) 
 
I was asking for support. The tutors didn’t give me it. (Gill) 
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Deem (2011) suggests the ‘push’ for this change in the approach of HEIs is linked to the 

increase in accountability and more prevalent managerialist culture (Bolden et al., 2012).  

HEIs themselves are now finding themselves in a more target driven culture (Anderson and 

Williams, 2018). SSO June notes this change in HEI teaching pedagogy: 

Universities are learning that they have to put a lot more effort into that [teaching 
and supporting students] (SSO June)  

 
 
This possible contradiction between HE teaching as fostering the development of 

independent learning and the need to support students as consumers in a marketised and 

financially challenged education system suggested by Smith (2015) could contribute to 

student stress and test their resilience. Gill (2016) suggested that retention is an activity 

supported by a tutor. Tutor support can be academic, pastoral and as identified by Tutor 

Dee in particular, also emotional. The support offered to students by all staff participants 

came through strongly in the interview responses. It is this support which will be examined 

more fully in the next section. 

 

4.2.6 Tutor-student relationships which support resilience 

It is apparent from both staff and student responses that the care and attention which 

many HE in FE tutors show towards their students can contribute to bolstering the 

student’s self-regulation and resilience when they face difficulties, whether on the course 

or in their personal lives (Schunk and Zimmerman, 2008). This support could cynically be 

seen as an attempt to ensure a student forms a relationship with them which will result in 

the students staying and the FEI meeting its targets for achievement (Smith, 2015). In 

either case, where the outcome is positive, the student is more likely to be retained and 

achieve their qualification. 
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According to Jephcote et al. (2008) a close, supportive relationship with students has 

always been true of Further Education tutors and likely carried over into their Higher 

Education teaching. This was noted by a number of both student and staff participants: 

I just think they are all great on that course…. they are committed, really into their 
subject.... (Julia) 
 
The tutors are really easy to talk to… they are all really nice, down to earth people… 
like mentors, they’ll point you in the right direction and just help you out whenever 
you need it. (Ross) 
 
[tutors]…were nice, they helped me feel comfortable with the actual course. They 
were really welcoming and inviting and if I had any problems, I didn’t hesitate to ask 
them (Gill) 
 
I think relationships are important. I think some students do complete and achieve 
degrees on the basis of having a good relationship with the tutor (Tutor Martin) 
 
In relation to a relationship with the tutor, I think it is central to the student’s success 
(Tutor Dee) 
 
It’s so key, for level 4 to have that one to one to know the tutors and for the tutors to 
know them (Tutor Stella) 
 
I don’t see quite the same distance with FE with the students in an FE college on a HE 
programme with their tutor (SSO June)   

 

When asked about the differences between HEIs and FEIs, Tutor Martin emphasises less 

priority on the fostering of a relationship with the student in HEIs: 

HE in FE students talk about things which you just wouldn’t be able to with tutors in a 
big lecture theatre … from my experience [in a HEI] if a tutor walked in who was new, 
we’d just be,’ who’s this?’ Whatever let’s crack on. But a new tutor in this [FE] 
environment it’s a huge thing. Maybe because they build up such a strong 
relationship with their tutor (Tutor Martin) 
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This difference between the FE tutor relationship in FEIs and HEIs is noted by Taylor, 

(2008) but does not seem to support Hawley and Harris’ (2005) view that the pursuit of 

teaching over pastoral care in HE can be a problem.  This was also noted by the SSOs who 

also see a difference between HE and FE teaching in a FEI: 

They [students] don’t necessarily get all the support from the staff that you would 
expect… I think we are very clear about what the expectations are and what they 
[students] need to do and take responsibility for. (SSO Mike) 
 
…independence of learning. That not being guided through it as much is a problem… 
for some people. (SSO Sally) 
 
The tutor-student relationship in FE is stronger than HE (SSO June) 

 

Of the Northsall ex-student participants, which you would assume were inclined to be 

negative about a course they decided to leave, only half had something negative to say 

about their tutors (Nickerson, 1998). Only Gill mentioned it as a factor in her decision to 

leave. This suggests that poor staff-student relationships are not the main reason for 

student withdrawal, a fact supported by The Welsh Assembly Government in 2009 which 

was based on research such as those by Yorke and Thomas (2003) and Davies and Elias 

(2003).   

 

Student and tutor relationships have an element of emotional attachment as defined by 

Bowlby (1999). Where students had formed effective attachments with tutors this was 

very powerfully protective for students and supported the building of their resilience 

(Robertson, 2012). This is summed up by Julia, when referring to tutors as, ‘Really caring 

for the students and the group’ (Julia). Tutor Dee went further to suggest emotional 

intelligence and getting involved in student’s emotional issues in all areas of their lives was 

part of her role as a tutor: 
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They [tutors] also need to have emotional stability, they need to have emotional 
intelligence. They are happy with what they are teaching and then they are able to 
interpret what students need. (Tutor Dee) 
 
 

This can make it more challenging to support the adult and widening participation 

students at Northsall who are, as Rogers (2002) puts it, not at the start of their process 

of learning and growth but somewhere in the middle. Tutors Dee and Stella seem to 

have been successful at this:  

I’ve spent more time getting behind what motivates them [students], their 
backgrounds and why they are feeling that way and I’m surprised, I wouldn’t have 
thought that it was impacted so much by me …personally I have found it’s more to do 
with my attitude and how I can make a module relevant to them in their learning 
(Tutor Dee) 
 
We get personalized emails that are thanking us for the support, and they say that 
we wouldn’t have been able to do it without you. They would but it’s because we instil 
that confidence in them, they are able to do it, we support the student, get them over 
those barriers (Tutor Stella) 

 

What can also be important is recognising that not all Further Education learners may have 

the same requirements (McGrath, 2009): 

 ‘She [my tutor] couldn’t do enough for me to be honest’ (Kane).  

SSO June’s students told her: 

…because you just concentrated on me and my difficulty and gave me a number of 
solutions and strategies which would benefit me (SSO June) 

 

Tutor Stella’s approach is similarly supportive in building a learning relationship with her 

students: 

Understanding where they have come from in terms of their background and then 
finding out what are they finding difficult. Only by getting to know them… that is 
really key for success for them (Tutor Stella) 
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This is an indication of the potential depth of the relationship which can develop between 

tutor and student from Gill: 

 I’m going to miss [tutor name] and [tutor name] cos they were really good tutors 
and I thought I’m probably not going to see them again.  (Gill) 

 

Julia made it clear that she felt fully supported and was loyal to her tutors and did not want 

any blame regarding her decision to leave to fall upon them: 

You know they are committed teachers…I don’t want to say against any of the 
lecturers or anything…I have spoken to [her tutor] she’s lovely, I met her and 
explained what had gone on and she said pop in if you want to come back. (Julia) 

 

All of which would seem to support Salisbury et al. (2006) and Jephcote et al. (2008) 

regarding the increased emphasis of Further Education tutors on their relationships with 

students. This is even more persuasive from the ex-student participants who would be 

more likely to view their HE experiences as negative (Eisner and Van der Plight, 1988). 

 

Tutor Martin raises an interesting issue about ensuring the boundaries between 

professional and personal relationships between tutors and students are maintained: 

I think there are students who don’t understand the lines of familiarity... I had to 
challenge behaviour or speak to him [a student] about something; he looks at me 
almost as if, ‘why is a mate speaking to me like that?’ and he really didn’t engage 
with me for the rest of the year, so I think a relationship is important but it’s 
managing it. (Tutor Martin) 

 

It is clear from both student and tutor responses to the research that attachments, such as 

Bowlby (1999) would recognise them, are developing between staff and students in HE in 

FE and this may be an important factor in the development of student resilience, especially 

if a student does not experience a loving and supportive relationship outside of Northsall 

(Grey, 2015). An understanding of Bowlby’s (ibid) attachment theory would help create an 
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atmosphere for further developing resilience. This assertion is also supported by Grey 

(2015) who highlighted the need for developing resilience through a supportive 

relationship between students and staff. 

 
 
The development of self-efficacy and resilience more generally in students, according to 

Gu and Day (2006), can only happen when a tutor is themselves resilient and available to 

be both a role model and offer their students, support. Tutor Dee takes this responsibility 

seriously and talks about supporting her students with the development of their emotional 

resilience which Troy and Mauss (2011) suggested is done through the ability to self-

regulate and Rogers’ (2002) concept of ‘self-belief ‘.  SSO June’s assertions about 

supporting students’ confidence seems to emphasise the importance of Further Education 

tutors, ensuring that the learning experience at Northsall is different from the one they 

remember from school (Salisbury and Jephcote, 2008). This is the method which Tutor Dee 

employs through teaching students to deal with disappointment as well as creating firm 

boundaries about her expectations of behaviour: 

The biggest thing I changed was the expectations. As soon as they come in the door 
there’s no leeway, this is how we are going to behave right from the start. …don’t get 
me wrong my lessons are not dull and I don’t think I’m mean, but this is what I 
expect. Next week, this is the consequences of not doing it, your falling behind, let’s 
get you moving up, right carry-on next week as well. I’ve found that is what has 
actually kept them going and it’s the poorer students who have actually succeeded 
(Tutor Dee) 

 

This raises the question about which approach is most appropriate in developing 

emotional resilience through their relationships with students. Tutor Dee becomes very 

involved, promotes attachments and tackles all issues in her students in a very direct way 

in order to try and build resilience. Tutor Martin is more sensitive to professional 
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boundaries. Tutor Stella seems to take an approach which is somewhere in between, 

supportive but not getting so emotionally involved: 

 It’s that support, getting them to believe in themselves, its confidence. That comes 
from knowing the student and knowing how; how to bring the best out of them. 
Because some students react to praise, whereas some students don’t. (Tutor Stella) 

 

There is research by Page (2018) about professional love in the early years, but there 

seemed to be little about what kind of emotional support is most appropriate and effective 

for HE or FE. Bowl (2001) suggested that teaching has an emotional element for WP 

learners and fosters a form of attachment. It seems important to HE in FE students to feel 

they are supported by tutors and this may help them to develop their resilience further 

(Robertson, 2012). 

 

Since the introduction of student fees in 1998, student expectations as consumers seem to 

have changed the relationship between tutor and student (Maringe, 2006). It is the impact 

of this on HE in FE tutor student relationships which will now be considered.  

 

4.2.7 Students as consumers 

Since the marketisation of HE, efficiency savings have been made in staffing and resources 

(Lynch, 2006). FE managers believe these are essential to stay within funding constraints, 

but they also result in reduced tutor contact time with students (Simkins and Lumby, 

2006). The resulting lack of available support to students experiencing stress to their 

resilience could mean they fail to be retained on their course (Gill, 2016). Gill sums up the 

conflicted attitude of students who are looking to receive as much help as they need in 
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order to achieve, but also recognise that they are not always sure exactly what that might 

look like: 

I wasn’t really getting much help, but I suppose there’s only really so much help you 
can get.  I can’t expect them to spoon-feed me with the work. I’m not saying they 
should because it’s my work. (Gill) 

 

Students often now expect staff to offer them any support they may need to pass their 

degree (Tomlinson, 2014: Bates and Kaye, 2014). Ellie seems to be influenced by a 

consumer identity which commodifies learning: 

It didn’t fit my needs… if there was skyping ability so that if I was at home and I’m 
unable to come in. I know that some universities do have an online capability where 
people can join in like over the phone so that if they can’t make it in that would be like 
super helpful …you can just join a call; you still get taught (Ellie) 

 

She does not seem to have considered if this approach was appropriate to the content and 

nature of her course, nor whether relationships with tutors are important to learning 

(Illeris, 2017). Without face-to-face contact she may have struggled, but still felt she had 

purchased an entitlement to pass. Gill (2016) asserts that retention is an activity supported 

by a tutor and all the tutors mention the importance of the support they provide to their 

students and its correlation to student retention: 

I think it’s central to them staying. …in my class, I’m involved with everybody and 
everything and they have all stayed (Tutor Dee) 
 
You know you have got to be very patient; you’ve got to have the empathy. You’ve 
got to be passionate about what you do... If you don’t have that, then I don’t think all 
the students would succeed. (Tutor Stella) 
 
…students withdraw from having poor relationships with them [tutors] it’s another 
double-edged sword in that it’s very difficult to manage but … important you get it 
right. If you get it wrong, it just doesn’t work. (Tutor Martin) 
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This makes it difficult to pinpoint where the balance lies in the joint staff and student 

endeavour to bring about achievement. As a mixture of the two, the split could be 

contentious, for example 50:50 or 60:40 or any other combination. This can create an 

expectation ‘gap’ between what the student wants and what Northsall can realistically 

provide with the reduced resources (Tomlinson, 2014). This also conflicts with traditional 

views of HE study as an independent learning activity (Palfreyman and Temple, 2017). 

Nixon et al. (2018) suggest this changes the nature of what the student is receiving as they 

are in control of education as a commodity. They see higher levels of student support as 

possibly affecting the ability of students to self-regulate (Troy and Mauss, 2011). 

 

Managing student expectations of realistic tutor time and support in a marketised 

education system is a key issue for all HE institutions. Placing some responsibility for 

assessing resilience, onto the student, by raising awareness of resilience and encouraging 

self-assessment, could be helpful. It is suggested that a ‘toolkit’ consisting of a checklist 

and discussion of resilience and enablers against stressors may support HE in FE student 

retention (Hedberg and Tone, 2014).  

 

In the absence of this supportive tutor-student relationship, which was revealed as so 

important in 4.2.6, the effects on student resilience can be such that they drop out of their 

HE in FE programme (Gill, 2016). It is the participant reported effects of this which will now 

be examined.  
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4.2.8 Less positive tutor-student relationships 

Some negativity bias when considering their relationships with tutors may be expected in a 

participant group who have made the decision to leave their course (Rozin and Royzman, 

2001). However, half the student participants reported good relationships with their 

tutors. Ellie, Karla, Lana, Kane, and Gill all seem to be saying that the reason they did not 

have such a good learning relationship with one or more tutors was because, as David 

(2009) suggested, they could not negotiate with their tutor to get what they needed:  

Some tutors were better than others. (Ellie)   
 
There was [Tutor name]. She kind of like got me. The other one. It was a male, he 
didn’t help, didn’t kind of get what it was. (Karla) 
 
We had 3-4 tutors; I think. Most of them were fine, it was our main tutor wasn’t very 
supportive. I got a few health issues and he just was not understanding at all. (Lana) 
 
I thought I got negative vibes off a couple of tutors but that might just be their 
personality. (Kane)  
 
When I was doing graphic design [in] the first year, I couldn’t do my work, I was 
asking for support. The tutors didn’t give me it. One of them just said, ‘Life happens, 
you’ve just got to get over it’ and I’m thinking, that’s easy for you to say. (Gill) 

 

Although it is the students’ recollection of the incident, these statements suggest that 

some tutors have variable approaches to student support (Bourd et al., 2001). 

 

The importance of student-tutor relationships may be highlighted best when its absence is 

felt. Staff turnover can mean students cannot form a self-protective relationship 

effectively: 

[I]thought the tutors were absolutely lovely. But as soon as we started the course, one 
of the tutors already handed in her resignation. What was the point of her 
introduction, and it seemed she couldn’t be bothered because she was leaving? 
(Leah) 
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Leah’s view needs to be tempered with a wider view of the current climate of funding 

constraints which have put pressure on many tutor’s’ workloads (Smith, 2015; Sperlinger 

et al., 2018). Tutor Stella notes the time constraints which tutors experience, and which 

can cause frustrations in the support they would like to offer their HE in FE students: 

I’d like more time. I only have half an hour to see the students for the tutorials, but I 
want to do more than that because I think it’s so key to knowing your students.  
(Tutor Stella) 

  

It is difficult to gauge just how much impact, ‘increasing diversity and fragmentation of 

teaching and learning roles in the sector’ has had on FE tutors’ practice (Gleeson, 2005: 

240). There is some indication of the stress tutors may feel from time pressure or 

workload:  

The student thinks that they are the only student on the whole course because they 
don’t understand your time commitments…they don’t see the full picture.  
(Tutor Stella) 

 

Tutor attrition, possibly through stress, is understandably received by students as 

inadequacy of teaching and pastoral support, as Leah said, ‘Tutors were leaving. Getting 

new tutors in…’ (Leah). Julia seemed to understand that Institutional pressures on staff 

were great: 

They [staff] have pressure to fill gaps and with the changes [to the course], they 
wanted to keep everybody going. (Julia)  
 

This probably impacts on positive student relationships with tutors and de-motivation can 

come from management decisions beyond staff control (Gale, 2003):  

If they [tutors] was getting stressed out then they can’t cope with the demands of the 
course, then what hope have the students got really? (Leah) 
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Although there is little research on the effects of high levels of tutor turn-over on student 

retention, the importance of a stable tutor-student relationship itself is highlighted. Work 

by Salisbury et al. (2006), Jephcote (2008) and Gill (2016) suggested that it was safe to 

assume that if a tutor is leaving, they are unavailable to bond effectively with students and 

therefore bolster the students’ resilience when they encounter additional stressors. 

 

 If staff leave or are emotionally unavailable to the student, then an adequate tutor-

student relationship to support students in adverse circumstances may not be possible 

(Bowl, 2001). In this circumstance, it can be useful to have another member of staff, such 

as an SSO, who can be available to form a supportive relationship with a student and help 

them through any institutional and individual issues they may have. The lack of a 

supportive relationship with a tutor or other member of staff could be a risk factor to 

retention for students who are experiencing stress to their resilience from any difficulties 

which may be currently affecting them. This could be anything they encounter on their 

learning journey, such as poor peer relationships or lack of satisfaction with their course.  

 

HE in FE students encounter other students in the course of their learning journey; 

participant views about student peer relationships will be explored in the next section of 

the discussion of findings. 

 
 
4.2.9 Peer relationships 

Eight of the ten ex-student participants reported satisfactory relationships and friendships 

with their peers. Of course, perhaps better student relationships may have supported 

these students’ resilience (Christensen and Bell, 2010).  Of the two participants who 
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professed not to have friendships on their course, one had already attended two years of 

the programme before leaving. This suggests that lack of friends was not a direct factor in 

dropping out for them, although lack of friendships could have contributed to poor 

attendance patterns and risk of leaving. 

 

Student relationship benefits include improving self-esteem and this can be important to 

educational success (Ikiz and Cakar, 2010; Onyishi and Ogbodo, 2012). None of the student 

participants were living away from home to study, with a resultant risk of poor social 

integration, known to be a factor in student withdrawal (Wilcox et al., 2005). However, the 

absence of peer support can be linked with depression and anxiety (Taylor, 2011). Gill had 

mental health concerns which may have meant she found it harder to make friends 

(Reisman, 1985):  

I made maybe one or two friends but that’s only because I’m really shy.  It took me 
like three months to even speak to anybody. (Gill)  

 

Ellie had physical ill health and she seemed uninterested in making friends,  

‘I wasn’t there to make friends so it’s not my sort of thing I guess.’  (Ellie) 

As she was in her third year when she left, it is reasonable to assume that lack of friends 

did not impact on her ability to engage with her course. Kane seems to be affected by 

feeling his student peers were not like him, which can be a factor in making friends 

(Kossinets and Watts, 2009):  

I got on with them quite well. I found I was different because a lot of them were 
money orientated and in management roles already and I wasn’t. (Kane) 

 

The older students seemed less concerned with making friends: 

Because I’m a mature student, I just let them get on with it. (Jake) 
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I didn’t make friends with them.  It was just they were young for me; I wasn’t 
particularly fussed. (Lana) 

 

Peer support can provide both direct and indirect buffering against problems, which 

students may encounter, and it is therefore important for retention (Martinez and 

Munday, 1998). It can also be a factor in supporting and bolstering student resilience. 

Thomas and Hanson (2014) suggested that social integration is key to whether students 

can ‘persist’ in their studies and Allan et al. (2014) suggested that female students are 

most likely to take advantage of support offered by peers and the college. This story from 

Tutor Dee seems to illustrate this: 

It’s always the females and they always become friends and then they get too 
involved in each other’s lives and then they start bitching and arguing, and it spills out 
into the class and I end up with two sides. Last year I had a mature student and a 
younger student who was the one who was calling her ****. It was so offensive. 
When I took the younger student to one side, she had been subjected to domestic 
violence and I couldn’t understand why she was doing that and when I approached it 
with her, she got very defensive saying, ‘I would never do that’ (Tutor Dee) 

 
Tutor participants Dee and Martin and SSO Sally felt that, from their experience, peer 

group relationships could have a significant impact on students’ resilience and ability to 

complete their studies: 

I think that [student relationships] helps achievement. I think that it can very easily 
lead to withdrawal. Small groups just get very personalised very quickly. It can be the 
reason why some kids stay for the course and it can be the reason why others 
withdraw (Tutor Martin) 
 
I think they [student relationships] are central, they can ruin a class and make people 
leave. I have this every single year, so now I actually address it right from the start. 
(Tutor Dee) 
 
Students are really affected if there is an argument in the group. We have small 
groups here, so I think it’s quite palpable. (SSO Sally) 
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Jake seems to take the position of observer as he comments on his relationships with his 

younger student peers, for whom relationships are often even more important: 

There was a little bit of niggle between some of the other students but once they had 
left in the second semester in the first year, everything went really well. (Jake) 

 

 
The implication is certainly that Jake recognised that relationship dynamics within the class 

needed to be harmonious for him to be able to study effectively. He seems to be 

describing the ‘storming’ part of the formation of group dynamics (Tuckman and Jenson, 

1977: 419): 

Some of them were like two rutting stags coming together (Jake).  

 

The students who had progressed within Northsall felt greater emotional commitment to 

pre-existing friendships and this finding could be important to forming future progression 

groups: 

I maintained the same ones and didn’t really engage with the new ones. (Valentina) 
 
Most of the people on the course I knew from before we went onto the higher 
education bit. (Ross)  
 
I had to re-sit my second year. It was obviously a new group of people and I didn’t 
make friends with them. (Lana) 

 

In summary, peer friendships did not seem to be a ‘make or break’ factor for any of the 

student participants in the research. However, they do still matter as tutor Dee’s detailed 

account of her difficulties with students illustrates. The somewhat indifferent approach of 

most of the student participants, to their peer friendships, may have been a compounding 

factor, which ultimately led to dropping out of the programme (Ford et al., 2015). Poor 
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peer relationships could be seen as a possible stressor to resilience which needs to be 

considered when assessing the potential vulnerability of a student to drop out.  

 

Another risk factor for withdrawal is the interaction with wider services and the wider 

environment of FEIs and whether students feel the institution is supportive of their 

learning journey (Wilcox et al., 2005). This will now be considered in relation to the 

participant responses. 

 

4.2.10 The wider environment of Northsall 

A variety of factors in the wider whole college environment and culture make up the 

feeling of support that the student experiences. This ‘Institutional habitus’ (Reay et al., 

2001a:1) can directly impact on whether or not a student drops out of their studies. 

Ng’ang’a and Nyongesa (2012) define organisational culture as being characterised by the 

shared beliefs and values of individuals, underpinned by core assumptions and 

experiences. This culture is determined and shaped by staff and departments, such as: 

senior managers, middle managers, teaching staff and wider college services and 

administrators. Kahu (2013) suggested that perceptions of culture by students focussed on 

how they felt, whereas staff perspectives were more likely to be cognitive. This means a 

possible mismatch in communication which arises from student expectations raised 

through the college’s marketing publicity, conversations and assumptions about learning, 

and the reality of students’ experiences. All of which may diminish student experience 

through environment and values conveyed by wider staff in Northsall. This can be seen in 

Leah’s difficulties with IT services and the library:  
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I got in touch with IT week in and week out. The library week in week out and I wasn’t 
making any progress and I got stressed and more frustrated. (Leah) 
 

As some researchers have noted, centralised services are also part of the student’s 

learning journey (Park et al., 2011).  It was equally frustrating for staff at times. Tutor Stella 

identified similar issues as Leah: 

What we experience is computer problems, being so slow. That can be frustrating, 
and also the resourcing. (Tutor Stella) 

 

Cross college services are difficult for individual staff and even managers like SSO Mike to 

influence: 

People now realise…it’s part of their job dealing with higher education issues, they 
are not doing you a favour…Do we really need to shut the library at 7pm? Some of 
those things are a bit out of my hands. (SSO Mike) 

 

It may be simply about the student feeling that their learning concerns are heard, and 

their needs are met by Northsall (Kuh et al., 2011). Underlying this is often the attitude 

of senior managers to the commercial functions of Northsall and making decisions 

which may adversely affect central services and the student experience, without 

reference to either staff or students (Radice, 2013). As SSO Mike, as a manager, notes, 

‘We’re really managing a business and HE is a key part of that.’ (SSO Mike). Middle 

managers are positioned between the senior management decisions and the 

implementation of them to those they manage (Gleeson and Shain ,1999).  

 

 Central college services are important to the support of students.  This forms part of their 

general perception about the college (Porter and Kramer, 2006).  Leah illustrates this: 

I contacted IT support week in and week out and I just felt like I was flogging a dead 
horse…I was struggling with the IT and everyone was trying to get the computer up 
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and running for me …and that’s one of the initial reasons I ended up knocking it on 
the head really. (Leah) 
 
There’s some things that you just can’t change like estates and facilities. It doesn’t 
really matter who the students are sometimes it isn’t necessarily very student 
friendly. (SSO Mike)   

 

The wider college services give students a feeling of integration (Thomas, 2002; Wilcox et 

al., 2005). In Leah’s case, this feeling of not being integrated into Northsall did mean the 

end of her learning journey (Martinez and Munday, 1998; Jephcote et al., 2008). If Long et 

al. (2003) are right and the culture is formed by shared meanings, the stress the students 

feel from staff under significant pressure from funding efficiency savings has the potential 

to set a very negative college culture which could impact on student resilience and lead to 

retention issues.  

 

In summary, data provided by the participants could demonstrate that Further Education 

institutional and cultural pressures and efficiency savings, since 2010 have impacted the 

student experience (Smith, 2015). Middle managers like SSO Mike seem to have been the 

‘buffer’ suggested by Leader (2004) or able to maintain staff morale and to create a 

supportive network for students (Porter and Kramer, 2006). Based on the experiences of 

students like Leah and Julia, this was in the context of a challenging financial environment 

in Northsall at the time of the research. For students, having a single point of contact, such 

as a tutor or SSO who can support them, can be a way to offset any problems they may 

experience within the wider culture of Northsall. Such a single point of contact may avoid 

one ‘critical incident’ testing their resilience to the point of leaving the course (Douglas et 

al., 2015:332). 
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When a HE in FE student is experiencing problems in their personal life or at the college, 

the first indication of this is often declining attendance (Porter, 2008). It can be the pivotal 

stage in the learning journey of a student as there is now a clear manifestation of their 

failing resilience. The next sections will examine what the research uncovered from 

participants about the significance of waning attendance and what it can suggest about a 

student’s vulnerability to dropping out of study. 

 
 
4.2.11 Attendance and college interventions 

Attendance is an early warning system and indicates risk of withdrawal (Porter, 2008; 

O’Donnell, 2009). The ex-student participants did not realise the significance of declining 

attendance patterns and therefore offered little information, but staff participants did 

understand its importance. When talking about attendance, the tutors suggested that if 

students attend, then they will not leave. As Tutor Stella notes, ‘…if their attendance has 

been really good and had tutorials [students will not leave]’ and Tutor Martin remembers, 

‘One student whose attendance was horrific and just didn’t pass things as a result’ and 

Tutor Dee notes that, ‘An ideal student is one for me who attends every week. They will 

also listen to what is required of them’. SSO Sally also felt that attendance is important to 

student retention and achievement: 

‘The single most important reason [student’s leave] is probably attendance. It’s 
almost like that’s a red flag, as soon as attendance starts dropping off…because they 
are not bothering to even discuss what’s happening’ (SSO Sally) 

 

It may be possible to use poor attendance to monitor students’ engagement with their HE 

in FE course (O’Donnell,2009). If poor attendance is identified early, FEIs can intervene and 

hopefully re-engage the student (Park et al., 2011). This can be either not attempted or is 
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unsuccessful. Prediction tools include studies which suggest that when attendance falls to 

75 per cent it is a tipping point towards withdrawal (McClukie, 2014). Colby (2004) 

suggests that 70 per cent is the key figure. However, SSO Sally suggests it could be even 

lower: 

Regular non-attendance and by that [I mean]an average of 50 per cent of each week 
is missed repeatedly, for a couple of months… It’s a very quick decline and so that’s 
very obvious. (SSO Sally) 

 

By comparison, at SSO Mike’s college, attendance for HE in FE students seems less 

problematic: 

Through FE and HE we have really good attendance and retention our expectations 
are really high; it’s engrained within the curriculum area. (SSO Mike) 

 

SSO Sally’s assertion may reflect the fact that she works with students across curriculum 

areas, with a broader range of widening participation students who may have more varied 

reasons for irregular attendance, such as employment and family responsibilities (Burd and 

Hodgson 2006). Whatever high expectations tutors and managers like SSO Mike and Sally 

may have for their students, WP students may not attend well (Paisey and Paisey, 2003):  

The focus on attendance is going through that process that we have for non-
attendance and chasing the students, contacting them and coming up with a plan of 
action. (SSO Sally) 

 

Poor attendance is just an indicator, rather than the problem or solution in and of itself 

(Porter, 2008). The student will remain vulnerable, despite support, if the underlying 

reasons for the poor attendance are not addressed (O’Donnell, 2009). However, poor 

attendance can be an alert for withdrawal, which indicates an additional stressor on 

resilience in the student’s life, and this needs attention from the institution (Newman-Ford 

et al., 2008). 
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In summary, poor or declining attendance can indicate that a HE in FE student is 

experiencing difficulties in their personal or college life which is causing their resilience to 

be stretched (O’Donnell, 2009; Robertson, 2012). This can be at a particular point where 

the student may try to persist on their course in the face of difficulty but eventually find 

they cannot continue (Thomas and Hanson, 2014). If their tutor is made aware of the 

issue, they can often be the best person to help the student by trying to build their 

resilience and supporting them to continue their studies (Robertson, 2012; Gill, 2016). In 

the absence of a receptive or available tutor, an SSO may be able to intervene in time to 

support a student vulnerable to withdrawal to stay on their course (Thomas, 2002; Wilcox 

et al., 2005). 

 

In conclusion to this overarching theme, the main issues affecting student resilience and 

retention, which are located within Northsall, include: 

• Independent and accurate information and guidance to ensure students are on the 

right course for them (Watt and Paterson, 2010).  

• Supportive pastoral and academic teaching and learning (Gill, 2016).  

• Positive relationships between tutor and student as central to the students’ 

experience but which can be mitigated by other members of wider college staff, 

such as SSOs (Gorard and Smith, 2006).   

• Wider services within Northsall, which include administrative staff and services 

such as the library or IT support, can be significant to student retention (Kahu, 

2013).  
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• Addressing poor attendance promptly to ensure that students are supported to 

improve the balance between the stressors and enablers in their life which may 

decrease their chance of leaving. (O’Donnell, 2009).  

 
There also appears to be a definite point at which, after concerted efforts to stay, a HE in 

FE student who is experiencing difficulties will finally admit they are struggling. This is 

usually indicated by declining attendance (Porter, 2008). At this point, intervention by staff 

is likely to be too late. Students’ ability to be resilient will be pushed beyond tolerable 

limits for them and they leave their course.   

 

The final over-arching factor which will now be considered in the discussion concerns 

those issues which are external to the college. Governmental funding decisions and 

accountability measures, which can impact on the HE in FE student experience, through 

decisions which are made by managers and staff at Northsall.  

 
 
4.3 The policy context and external factors influencing student resilience and retention 

The final overarching factor, Governmental policy, is a key shaper of the HE in FE student 

experience as it underpins decisions which are significant to student retention. (Deem, 

2011). Such policies can impact on the individual student experience directly through the 

marketisation of higher education. Efficiency savings since The Coalition Government 

introduced the policy of ‘austerity’ in 2010 have greatly impacted FEIs and the funding 

they have available to provide services for all students (Tomlinson, 2014). The 

implementation of government policy, usually initiated by FE managers in the form of 

accountability, efficiency savings and meeting targets, means individual student experience 
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is eventually affected and is often identified by staff and students as course content or 

resourcing (Deem, 2011). Student expectations can mean they experience stress to their 

resilience when these expectations are not met (Nixon et al., 2018). The following is a 

summary of participant views and responses to these issues.  

 
 
4.3.1 Widening participation and part time study 

There are benefits for both tutors and the institution in meeting the study needs of part 

time and WP learners as, according to Pryjmachuk et al. (2009), they are generally more 

motivated than students from traditional HE participation backgrounds and more likely to 

complete their studies and to do so with a higher grade. The positive motivation of the 

student participants to their HE in FE study was very evident, even though they had 

dropped out:  

I did enjoy it and I would have liked to complete (Lana) 
 
I don’t regret the time I spent there (Valentina) 

 

Staff participant SSO Mike concurred with this view of older students: 

Even if they haven’t got a lesson, they [older students] will come in, so they have got 
that dedicated time to work. And the students have managed to work that round 
their jobs as well. (SSO, Mike) 
 
Mature students have got emotional capabilities but the younger students at 18 they 
are used to getting things given to them (Tutor Dee) 
 
Part-time students they are more mature, had work life experience…you can see the 
difference, those that have been working and those that haven’t …. They are 
immediately relating the theory they can see it all its click, click, click. (Tutor Stella) 
 
Mature students, in my experience are very hot on organisation and management 
(Tutor Martin) 
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Schoon and Bryner (2003) suggest that students from low socioeconomic groups are less 

likely to be resilient enough to overcome difficulties they encounter with their HE studies. 

This did not seem to be supported by the student responses. Rather, as Pryjmachuk et al. 

(2009) suggested, motivation to study amongst older students was strong. In the case of 

Jake, this was despite his health problems. Other students, such as Lana, also found their 

courses hard, but persisted,’ I was still doing the work and turning up; it’s just that at times 

it was difficult (Lana)  

 

Therefore, given the likely high levels of motivation, amongst adult learners may mean 

they could be easier to support than younger learners, despite their expectations as 

student consumers (Pryjmachuk et al. 2009).  

 

The patterns of course delivery are decided by FE departments and managers, influenced 

by government priorities, often without direct input from the tutors or students they 

concern. As Sperlinger et al. (2018) highlighted, course delivery needs to be more 

sympathetic to WP students; this was difficult for some of the students.  Julia’s frustration 

was that the course structure seemed to revolve around tight deadlines and rigid 

attendance patterns which are a closer match to the availability of full-time students in 

HEIs. When discussing her frustration with timetabling, she points out that it may have 

better suited, ‘… others younger on the course and other people who might have had more 

flexibility.’ (Julia)  
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In addition, significant health problems made Ellie’s life more difficult for her to adjust to 

inflexible approaches to course delivery, ‘Appointments and things that were made were 

not catered to’ [by Northsall] (Ellie).  

 

And Valentina found that that inflexible expectations of attendance did not help childcare, 

an issue which was also identified by some of the staff participants: 

personal issues which may be relationship break down or maybe childcare (SSO June)  

…being a single parent and issues with childcare (SSO Sally)  

Valentina highlights the position of WP students who are caught in the tension between 

what FEIs can provide for WP students and what those students require. Government 

financial incentives to FEIs favour limited delivery patterns and larger class sizes (Watt and 

Paterson, 2010). This is in a climate of reduced funding for access programmes, the very 

provision intended to facilitate WP student progression to HE (AoC, 2018). This seems to 

be supported by three of the students who all felt unprepared for the degree course they 

enrolled on. Kane, in particular, must have needed such provision as he went back to level 

2 study after leaving his course. This lack of preparation can mean students are unable to 

meet the demands of higher education study; this was noted by both staff and student 

participants: 

There was a lot more written work involved than I expected (Ellie) 
 
I think the only problem was really the workload which was a lot. (Gill)  
 
I think level 3 courses might touch on referencing and you might tell them about 
study skills and time management which is absolutely essential but when they 
actually transfer to the higher education, to the level 4 I think the jump is quite a big 
jump. (Tutor Dee) 
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Widening Participation students are more likely to study part time and be older learners, 

which complicates their relationship with resilience, and this may in turn derail HE study. 

They may be more vulnerable to life experiences, which stress their resilience, and this 

may scupper their retention on programme. This includes financial hardship, negotiating 

the culture of the HE learning environment and their new identity as an HE student, as well 

as managing their responsibilities outside college (Reay et al., 2001a; Bennett, 2010). If 

they do manage to overcome any life adversity they face, there will be substantial benefits 

to their general well-being (Gu and Day, 2006; Grey, 2015). Expecting WP students to be 

resilient in the face of such wide-ranging difficulties, as Garrett (2015) suggests, may well 

be an unreasonable expectation which over-extends their resilience and would be better 

addressed by the HE institution adapting more substantially to the needs of their WP 

students. The ability of FEIs to do this is likely to be compromised by lack of funding since 

2010 which, Brehoney and Deem (2005) suggest has constrained the efforts of HE 

institutions to engage WP students fully. 

 

Family responsibilities and lack of experience of HE, can combine to create stressors.  This 

is often due to being from the first generation to attend an HE course.  Such an experience 

is more common in WP cohorts of HE in FE students (Gill, 2016). These possible stressors 

which could mean leaving their degree course will be considered in the next section.  

 
 
4.3.2 Family, community and first generation HE  

If a student encounters a serious and unexpected circumstance from their family or life 

outside the college, they can reach breaking point and drop out of their course (Hedberg 
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and Tone, 2014). This additional stressor affected seven out of ten student participants in 

the research: 

The course itself was fine. I just have a lot of issues outside of it which is obviously 
really difficult because there’s a lot of work involved. (Lana) 
 
I have kids and I was working as well so all that really. (Valentina) 

My Mum went critical in about November and went back into hospital and in [nearby 
city], so I had to travel to [nearby city] every day and it just became too much (Julia) 
 

The SSO staff participants also thought that responsibilities outside of the college could 

impact on the ability of HE students to stay:  

Personal issues which may be relationship break down, maybe childcare because it 
broke down as the person who was going to provide the childcare is no longer able to.  
(SSO June) 
 
A single parent and issues with childcare as a big thing, a big risk factor because then 
they, understandably, are dealing with kids being ill and all the rest of it so that it 
leads to a drop in attendance and engagement. (SSO Sally) 

 

The SSOs seem objective about family responsibilities, but Tutor Martin seems to 

suggest an important component of student resilience is for students to be able to 

manage their personal lives themselves: 

I think when you [the student] recognise, ok I’m in a different kind of setting now and 
you just get on with it, that’s kind of resilience to me If they are able to do what’s 
required of them whilst also managing what’s going on in the background.  
(Tutor Martin) 

 

Tutor Dee seems the most student centred. She clearly lays out her expectations that 

tutors should be responsive to student need: 

[Tutors should have] a general supportive, empathetic overview of people a lot of the 
students come from widening participation and they have a lot of commitments and 
emotional commitments as well. (Tutor Dee) 
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Social class and disadvantage can lead to disengagement and underachievement (Archer et 

al., 2005). It is suggested that previous experience of HE in the family is positively 

correlated with both application to degree courses and to successful outcomes (Gayle et 

al., 2002). Previous experience of HE in the family was low amongst the student cohort. 

Only four out of ten students reported previous HE experiences for either themselves or 

within the family, and two of those were their own experience of HE which suggests they 

are the first generation of potential graduates within their family:  

I can think of students [whose] parents haven’t gone into higher education and they 
may be in an environment where everyone is working in trades (SSO Sally) 

 
 
Gayle et al. (2002) also suggests that students from non-graduate backgrounds find 

entering HE more challenging than those who have graduate parents. This suggests that 

HE in FE is expanding the opportunities for WP learners to enter HE level study (BIS, 2014). 

This is supported by the rationale behind SSO June’s current role which she says is: 

To increase retention, achievement, attainment and facilitate in students from lower 
socioeconomic classes, students with a learning difficulty or with a mental health 
issue and looking at the data…there’s a particular emphasis on young, white males. 
(SSO June) 

 

It is suggested that HE needs to respond to the needs of adult learners and adapt ways of 

delivering and working to meet the needs of WP students who may require part time study 

(Sperlinger et al., 2018). Tutor Dee seems to go further by providing personal and 

emotional support, as suggested by Bowl (2001), as important to a learning relationship 

and is also an important source of bolstering to a HE in FE student’s personal resilience. 
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Following the introduction of student loans after 1991, concern grew within Government 

and those directly involved in Higher Education, that it would affect retention and 

achievement in the sector (Davies, 1999). The impact on the students of their financial 

commitment to study will now be considered. 

 
4.3.3 Finance 

Data from the research does not seem to suggest that financial reasons are important to 

the students (Bennett, 2010). This is because none of them suggested finances as the main 

reason for leaving and only four mentioned it negatively. Perhaps it is more likely to be a 

barrier to participating in HE, rather than in staying and completing their course 

(McGivney, 1996). Leah speaks of how she was content to pay, but her leaving was more 

to do with feeling that the product did not match the cost: 

Was it worth the money that I was paying? Well, I wasn’t receiving anything. 
 (Leah) 

 

Overall, finances seem to be an exacerbating issue for HE in FE students, rather than being 

decisive in retention. Four of the students were concerned about paying back their student 

loans (Bennett, 2010).  As Gill says, ‘One thing that worries me is student finance’. 

 

Leah and Valentina also took paid employment alongside their studies to support their 

living costs whilst studying and Valentina mentioned having to reduce her hours. Gilborn 

and Mirza (2000) suggested that WP students may have to challenge their own values 

about getting into debt in order to study. The staff participants were divided regarding the 

importance of individual student finance. Some felt, contrary to the ex-students, that it can 

be decisive in their reasons for leaving:  
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Finances comes up that actually in the end they can’t afford to do the programme 
(SSO June).  

 

 
Tutor Martin felt strongly that earning money was more of a priority than their HE course 

for the students he taught at Northsall. For him, it was not so much that they could not 

afford the course but more that they either could not afford to not work, or they would 

prefer to work:  

It comes back to this necessity for employment because of their financial 
backgrounds… they see being a student as a fall-back position if you can’t get a job 
(Tutor Martin) 

 
 
Tutor Dee also recognises the impact that not working can have on younger students: 

If they are from a school where generally their peers are going into work, then clearly 
that will impact on the student. I have actually had quite a few students who didn’t 
have the support of their parents. They’ve come to college and it doesn’t matter how 
clever they are or how well they are doing, you need to get some money and they’ve 
left. And they have not been able to see that longevity in what they are doing.  
(Tutor Dee) 

 

By contrast, SSOs Mike and Sally seem to see WP students’ attitude to the financial cost of 

study as more of an additional stressor, than the deciding factor in withdrawal,’…I don’t 

know if it is financially. I don’t really hear that so much now.’ (SSO Mike) 

SSO Sally felt that students may not take the financial commitment they are making 

seriously enough, which would support SSO Mike’s assertion about finances becoming less 

of a consideration for HE in FE students:  

I work with people who just sign up on the day and for me that’s quite shocking that 
people are committing to a contract, that they are laying out a lot of money…There 
should be a week’s thinking space with a mid-way phone chat with somebody before 
they are able to start. (SSO Sally) 
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Callender (1999) suggested that student finance may be a small incentive for students to 

stay on their programme of study and a factor in retention. There is some support for this 

from Gill and Kane:  

One thing that worries me is student finance because I have to pay that back straight 
away with me leaving. (Gill)  
 
I knew that I would be liable to pay a certain amount of money to student finance [on 
leaving]. (Kane) 

 

Overall, the findings of the research seem to suggest that student fee payment is less 

important than what is going on inside FEIs as a factor in student retention. Davies (2000) 

and Martinez (2001) investigated the impact of student fees in in HE and Jephcote and 

Raby (2012) researched student fee payment in FE. Both found that finance is less 

important than factors within HEIs themselves. This would seem to fit with the students’ 

initial decisions to study and incur fees which took place before any difficulty was 

encountered in the college. 

 
 
The marketisation of FE means that the mechanism by which funding is received involves 

attracting, retaining and ensuring the completion of their students’ study and 

qualifications (Smith, 2015). It is the ramifications of this policy as a stressor on HE in FE 

student resilience and retention which will now be considered in the participant responses. 

 
 
4.3.4 Marketisation and management 

What Further Education colleges can provide is controlled by the funding they receive 

from government and any other income they receive from fees and independent funding 

applications, although in reality, the majority is from government funding (Smith, 2007a). 
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The impact of marketisation and ‘policy levers’ previously mentioned are left to individual 

colleges to manage (Spours et al., 2008). The responsibility for the college’s response to 

quality initiatives is taken by middle and senior managers (Smith, 2007a). This has led to 

departmental and tutor accountability for student retention which can constrain learning 

and distort the philosophy of education for personal improvement, reducing it to acquiring 

a qualification (Nixon et al., 2018). Students can perceive themselves as consumers who 

should have the ability to steer policy through their patronage of the institution (Maringe, 

2006). This can be illusory as their power to change policy and practice within FEIs is 

constrained by Governmental funding and accountability (Hodgson, 2015). As Woodall et 

al. (2014) suggest, the contrasting perspective of some colleges’ management is that they 

have a right to manage courses without the accountability to students which they seem to 

expect of staff.  

 

In this post-austerity financial climate, FE management priorities are not singular, but may 

encompass efficiency savings, retention and achievement targets, to optimise income, and 

ensuring student satisfaction (Hodgson, 2015). These may also need to be reconciled with 

requirements from senior management to be flexible and find ways to address what Smith 

(2007a: 65) calls ‘dual motivations’. This is a dilemma SSO Mike, who is also an FE manager, 

knows well: 

The tension for me is because I have to manage the financial side of it… we [staff] 
don’t work in a vacuum (SSO Mike) 
 

 
Within Northsall, HE in FE provision is comparatively well funded compared with other 

areas of college business (College Contribution Report, October 2013). Its importance is as 

an area of income-generating business, which managers like SSO Mike are well aware of: 
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HE is a key area of business that we can grow because there’s not a limit on it. Most 
other sources of funding in a college are limited so you can’t grow them in the same 
way. (SSO Mike) 
 

 

In this example, SSO Mike uses the language of business and commerce, indicating a 

common quasi marketing perspective. This underpins the accountability that creates the 

conflict between teaching and management about funding priorities. Further Education 

level courses are not funded as well as HE in FE. HE funding can be stretched, often to 

support Further Education provision (Woodall et al., 2014). Financial pressures have a 

significant role in colleges: 

I think sometimes they [college senior management] don’t emphasise enough the 
kind of financial responsibility that we [Staff] have (SSO Mike) 

 

The responsibility SSO Mike describes for recruitment, retention and certification is likened 

by Bloomer (1998) to a treadmill, which constrains tutors’ professional judgement and 

sometimes they may misjudge or face constraints which are too great.  

 
 
There are also stressors from the potential dichotomy between expectations of degree 

validating partners, the former Curriculum and Qualifications Authority (QCA) and the 

auditing requirements of funding bodies. SSO Mike obviously felt the tension between 

management expectations and staff concern with funding constraints (Simkins and Lumby, 

2006). His position as a middle manager put him squarely in the position of mediating 

Glogowska et al.’s (2007:63) ‘push’ of validation requirements and the ‘pull’ of funding 

efficiency requirements:  

I think she [Mike’s member of staff] felt I was only interested in the money and that 
wasn’t the case but at the time, that was a major concern. I think it was seen [by her] 
as not valuing the quality of what we did. (SSO Mike) 
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SSO June, previously a manager in a HEI, confirmed this divergence between teaching and 

supporting students and being a manager as two mutually exclusive activities with 

different priorities, when she talks about her decision to become an SSO:  

I thought I’d like to do something with students that gets me right back to being an 
academic rather than a manager and actually helps students achieve, rather than 
doing damage limitation…. I don’t want to be a manager anymore. Been there, done 
that, got the T-shirt and you can have it back. (SSO June) 

 
 
Students enter their courses with high expectations about what Northsall can offer, akin to 

purchasing a product and ensuring they receive value for money (Radice, 2013). Leah’s 

expectations were for, ‘100 per cent’ effort on the part of the tutors’ (Leah). Students, such 

as Leah, mainly engage with college finance when it affects them directly and when the 

impact is felt by them: 

I was thinking well, if you feel that way, [about providing a service] you’re not going 
to get my money then and that’s how I felt really. (Leah) 

 

In conclusion, budget decisions in FEIs are often made by those who are not directly 

teaching the students (Leader, 2004). It is not difficult to see how keeping up with all 

student expectations can be impossible when Government accountability to student 

experience is externalised. For example, in National Student Survey (NSS) results and 

subsequent league tables can detrimentally affect future recruitment (Bates and Kaye, 

2014). The difficulty is that the type or quality of resources provided by Northsall is 

subjective and it is very difficult for management, staff or students to judge what is 

acceptable or possible within current funding regimes (Tomlinson, 2014). Middle managers 

try to mediate between the demands of validating partners, student expectations and 

requirements, the demands of teaching staff and those of senior managers, with the 

dominant power resting with the latter. This creates a business orientated, rather than an 



An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

177 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

educational culture (Leader, 2004; Smith, 2015). The staff, in turn, may adopt the students’ 

point of view about what resources they might expect to receive but are disempowered to 

express such opinions to FE managers (Unwin in Derrick et al., 2010).  Some students will 

have higher expectations than others about the level of service which should be provided. 

When the difference between challenges and absence of resources becomes too 

imbalanced, then the students experience too much stress to their resilience and may 

leave. This is a situation exacerbated by students, who are often the least powerful voice in 

the system and who are often poorly informed about what is possible with the funding 

which Government provides (LeGrand et al., 2008). Students are receiving confusing 

messages from social media, Government rhetoric and FEI publicity that they can and 

should be able to command FE college policy (Molesworth et al., 2010). The ‘front-line’, 

human face of this becomes tutors and those staff who attempt to manage student 

expectations through the relationships they have formed with them.  

 

Government expects FEIs to meet the skills and training needs of employers (BIS, 2014). 

However, achieving this can be far from straightforward (Smith, 2007a). This possible 

factor in HE in FE student withdrawal as the pressure of employment and employers’ 

expectations can place additional stress on personal resilience. This will now be considered 

in the participant’s responses.  

  
 
4.3.5 Employer influence through the student’s learning journey 

The Government assumes that employers will work with colleges and that they should be 

making allowances for student study commitments, rather than the other way around (BIS, 

2014). This is a viewpoint shared by college managers such as Mike: 
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I think it’s getting that support from their employer … that can make a real difference. 
(SSO Mike) 

 

The rationale for the introduction of Foundation Degrees (FD) in 2001 was to meet the 

needs of employers as, ‘…the qualification should be organised around occupational 

requirements rather than academic subjects…’ (Harvey, 2009:8). It was also to upskill a 

developing ‘technician’ role and offer a more varied picture of employer involvement 

(Edmond and Price, 2009). In reality, there are very few students who have their study 

needs accommodated by being allocated time off to study and even less who have their 

fees paid by employers.  

 

In defence of employers, there is often a lack of clarity around a pedagogy and how a 

relationship between employers and HE providers should work (Boud and Symes, 2000). In 

this environment, the support of employers is necessarily going to be difficult to achieve 

and sustain. This can lead to limiting the career progression and aspirations of widening 

participation learners (Archer et al., 2005).   

 
This is highlighted by Leah who discusses her current position within her own ‘learning 

trajectory’ (Gorard and Rees, 2002); completing a course often benefits career plans and 

aspirations: 

It’s such a shame because I enjoyed it and I really really wanted to do it because it 
helps your progress in the health and social sector. (Leah) 

 

Schuller and Watson (2007) suggest that HE in FE has a responsibility to support 

employment up-skilling, rather than student career aspirations and see the lifelong 

learning sector as key to supplying the right skills to industry. However, Sperlinger (2018) 
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maintains that delivery of it needs to be flexible, which is counter to many current Further 

Education mangers: 

We don’t generally recommend students’ progress straight from level 3 to foundation 
degree. I don’t think that’s really what it’s [Higher Education in Further Education] 
designed for. You need a few years with your professional practice under your belt. 
(SSO Mike) 

 

If the Higher Education course on which the student is studying is successful in upskilling 

for the sector in which they work, the irony is that they may then become attractive to 

employers and leave before completion: 

 
…some of the student’s attitudes was, if they hadn’t secured full time employment 
before finishing their studies it was like, ‘Aw, I’ve ended up with a degree!’ 
(Tutor Martin) 
 
They might receive better offers of employment, more hours or promotion which 
again comes back to the demographic of people that we live with. People can’t refuse 
money sometimes, can they? (SSO Sally) 
 

This could be attributed to skills gained on the course but also, perhaps indirectly, that 

they have gained wider employability skills during their study. This contradicts Wilton 

(2011) who believes the curriculum is deficient for HE students in this respect. This 

research suggests that even those students who left are gaining something positive from 

their HE in FE experiences beyond achieving their qualifications: 

I learned something about myself from doing that course (Kane).  

I think I’ve learned pretty much what I needed (Valentina)   

 

It may be that courses do not need to be coherently linked to the needs of industry to be 

successful, according to Kennedy (1997) and the DFE in their report, ‘Further education: 

raising skills, improving life chances’ (2006). Of the student participants, Ross said he left to 
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gain employment. His job offer came after leaving the course, rather than an employer 

tempting him away.  Two others were continuing with employment. The remainder of the 

ex-students did not mention employment as a reason for leaving. This position seems to be 

supported by Davies (2000) who is cynical about the effect of employment on student 

withdrawal as their study indicated that it is not the main factor. Additionally, according to 

Watt and Paterson (2010), alleviating financial hardship through employment will not 

necessarily prevent withdrawal. This seems to be supported by Tutor Martin’s view of his 

students that their lack of identification with being a HE student means they would rather 

be employed than study.  

 

The needs and availability of, student, employer and college must harmonise, to enable 

the student to study effectively. The volatile nature of the economy combined with 

individual employer’s business planning, must be considered alongside the lives of the 

more mature students themselves.  The learning journeys found within, often, part-time, 

WP cohorts are often different to those of full-time students and reflect changing 

motivations and availability throughout their lives (Martinez and Munday, 1998). SSO 

Mike’s belief in employer, rather than college, flexibility, does not consider employers’ 

needs for course responsiveness and flexibility (Sperlinger et al., 2018).   

 

The next chapter, is a distillation of the themes, which have been highlighted within the 

findings and discussion, to present conclusions and address the third RQ: What are the 

implications for FEIs and practitioners to effectively support Higher Education in Further 

Education students to complete their degree level studies? 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and implications for practice 

5.1 Conclusions 

In addressing the research questions 1 and 2, it is important to note the interaction of a 

number of contested concepts which have informed the research. The most notable of 

these is resilience. The concept can be understood as, potentially, an enabling force to 

support completion of, HE in FE study. However, it is important to also consider the 

combined impact of ambiguous concepts such as widening participation and marketisation 

which can change the meaning of resilience from benign to potentially exploitative of 

student and tutor endeavour. This will be explored further in this chapter. 

 

The diagram in Figure 3, below, summarises the themes which emerged from the research 

as having the potential to affect the HE in FE student’s learning experience. This list is not 

intended to be exhaustive; -it concentrates on the most relevant factors, from the research 

findings.  
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Figure 3: Three overarching themes and sub themes affecting students’ ability to be 
resilient and retained on HE in FE programmes. 
 

It would be reasonable to assume that those factors relating to the institution of Northsall 

would be the easiest to influence. However, the mediating factor between all the reasons 

students give for withdrawal is the individual resilience of the student themselves, which 

can fluctuate due to innate and environmental factors. As Sameroff (1991) suggested 

about the effects of environment, genes and individual personality on child development, 

the overarching factors identified in Figure 3 are also transactional. The number of 

stressors students face at any one time from any domain in their life, be it employment, 

family commitments, health or study will transact dynamically with their own resilience 
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levels to create their current level of personal resilience (Eisenburg et al., 2009; HEFCE, 

2017). This is why two students with, apparently, similar backgrounds, circumstances and 

abilities will face similar difficulties either from HE in FE study or in their personal lives, but 

one will be able to overcome them to achieve their degree qualification and the other will 

not (Rutter, 2012). Therefore, students themselves are the best guide as to when and how 

they may need support with their resilience. 

 

However, concepts employed within the research which bear closer inspection include 

resilience, widening participation and marketisation, as a policy of neoliberalism. They will 

be examined in the following sections. 

 
 
5.1.1 External factors influencing student resilience (policy context)   

To address research question 1, the student participants’ experiences of Northsall and 

support they had been offered was varied. Out of the ten, four reported negative 

experiences, two reported positive ones and four felt that their experiences were mixed. 

 

There is evidence that some sectors within society, termed widening participation groups 

and suggested by Cornell-Smith and Hubble (2018:4) as having,’ …disadvantaged 

backgrounds, lower income households, care-leavers, mature students, disabled students 

and students from some ethnic groups… ‘are under-represented in the UK FE system 

(McGivney, 1996; Bathmaker and Thomas, 2009). Widening participation students, who 

are the majority at Northsall, are often resilient but they still experience a dissonance with 

HE culture (Kennedy, 1997; Pryjmachuk et al., 2009). However, it should also be noted that 
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exactly who WP students are and also how to increase their participation is contentious 

and sometimes unclear (Gorard, 2007). 

 

Widening participation students are necessarily in a disadvantaged position with regard to 

their ability to navigate both Higher Education itself, and the complexities brought about 

by neoliberalism and the introduction of quasi markets as marketisation. These 

complexities include quality assurance systems, finance, support and the quality of 

teaching and learning (Hodgson, 2015). These are interpreted within individual colleges, by 

their management team to form the social processes created by freewill and structure as 

the environment of the college, expressed by Reay et al. (2001a) as ‘habitus’. Management 

of FEIs can be without reference to either students or staff (Woodall et al., 2014). This was 

noted by SSO Mike as a tension between both his business and financial responsibilities 

and HE teaching and learning, ‘…we’re really managing a business… ‘(SSO Mike). He also 

noted the conflict this could cause with staff: 

I think it [decisions to cut services] was seen [by staff] as not valuing the quality of 
what we did. (SSO Mike). 

 

The complexities of HE in FE provision can involve a number of factors which WP students 

are often ill-equipped to navigate (Le Grand et al., 2008).  Expectations of attendance and 

timetabling do not always fit with their life commitments (Bloomer and Hodkinson, 2000; 

Sperlinger et al., 2018).  As Valentina says, ‘I have kids and I was working as well’.  WP 

students are often obligated to their employers through their contract of employment as 

many undertake part- or full-time work and they do not study out of choice. This is a 

disincentive to WP students to study due to the burden which the financial commitment of 

loans places upon them (Bowl, 2001); ‘I knew that I would be liable to pay a certain amount 
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of money to student finance’ (Kane). Power differentials within society mean WP or 

disadvantaged student groups can be expected to take personal responsibility for their 

engagement within Higher Education (Le Grand et al., 2008). In the climate of 

neoliberalism, and especially after the 2010 financial contraction, there seems to be 

something wrong with the system. This can mean that marketisation and the concept of 

resilience are open to abuse by mangers or Government who may wish to blame the 

students for dropping out.  

 

HE in FE students who are now influenced by marketisation to be consumers and believe 

they have the opportunity to influence college provision, understandably often believe 

they should choose what, when and how to study (Elias and Purcell, 2004). However, this is 

against a backdrop of the coalition Government’s ‘austerity’ measures which mean FEIs are 

not usually in a position to offer additional resource allocation, such as providing extra 

staffing (Smith, 2015; AoC, in Evans, 2015). Such changes would mean redirecting 

resources from other courses resulting in understaffing or resourcing. Nonetheless, FEIs 

are providers who need to attract students, their publicity will often portray a bountiful, 

well equipped and responsive HE provision. This can easily disappoint students who feel 

that sometimes FE provision does vary from that publicised (Molesworth et al., 2010).  

 

Attempts to widen participation, whilst laudable, seem to fall prey to the same resistance 

which impacts on equity and social justice within UK society as a whole. A demarcation of 

social disadvantage and the focus of WP measures used between those students who 

complete their education at secondary or FE level and those who continue to HE. That 

same marker of disadvantage seems to have moved and is now between Russell group and 
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‘other’ universities. Gorard (2010) suggests that there is some progress towards the 

equalisation of education outcomes within compulsory education, and movement away 

from Bernstein’s (1970) famous assessment which means education may; - in future be 

able to compensate for society through widening participation to expand the percentage 

of the population with a degree. With participation in HE in the UK at almost 50 per cent 

(DfE, 2019), the social difference is not whether you have a degree, but at which HEI that 

degree was obtained. Perhaps continuing attempts to address inequalities in UK HE can 

mitigate some disadvantage experienced by WP students. This could be achieved by 

presenting a statement of intent and continuing commitment to try and understand and 

improve participation, retention and achievement for under-represented groups in the UK 

education system. An intention which is yet to be fully realised but is committed to 

through continuing attempts to equalise access and participation. The next section will 

summarise how institutional factors within Northsall can influence HE in FE student 

resilience. 

 
 
5.1.2 Institutional factors influencing student resilience (the student’s learning journey) 

 
Tension can be caused between what is best for the student and what is available at 

Northsall, or any other FEI. Julia’s pre-course advice was poor, as the content of the course 

was not what she had said she wanted because of late course changes, she was influenced 

by her tutors to take an alternative which did not meet her needs: 

…it really wasn’t the course I was supposed to do …because we didn’t have the top 
ups in [previous foundation degree course] (Julia) 
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Julia was almost tricked by tutors into taking the wrong course, because tutors were 

placed between providing a suitable course for Julia and management decisions to reduce 

provision (Archer et al., 2005; Willetts, 2017).  Kane had the entry requirements for the 

course but struggled with the level of work. Valentina also seemed to be influenced to take 

a course which did not quite meet her needs, as the story of her experiences in Chapter 4 

notes:  

 I wish I could have…joined another course…it wasn’t really the course I was supposed to do 
(Valentina). 
 

Three of the ten students experienced shortcomings in the IAG they received.  

 

The interaction between students and tutors is important to their learning and the 

research suggests it seems more important than the application of a specific pedagogy 

(Cohen et al., 2011). There is a tension in HE and FE study between tutors trying to develop 

the independent learning skills of students which are traditionally associated with HE study 

and the expectations of fee-paying students to be treated as consumers (Ballantyne et al., 

2002). As Leah asserts in chapter 4, ‘Was it worth the money that I was paying? Well, I 

wasn’t receiving anything’ (Leah).  

 

Challenge within learning experiences must be at a level the student can cope with (Neil 

and Dias, 2001). As Jake asserts:  

Look I’m trying to keep up, and then it just got to the point where I said to them 
[tutors], enough’s enough, I can’t do this (Jake) 

 

Otherwise, even further pressure will be exerted on the, possibly already strained, ability 

of the student to be resilient enough to stay on the programme.  
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There may be problems if tutors try to replicate their perception of, HE practice, which 

expects higher levels of autonomous learning. In fact, HE pedagogy is moving closer to 

FE pedagogical practice, which emphasises a closer relationship with the tutor and 

increased support for the student (Hawley and Harris, 2005; Feather, 2010). However, 

on balance, FE does seem to have retained its greater emphasis on relationships with 

students (Jephcote et al., 2008) and Salisbury et al., (2006). SSO June, having worked in 

both HEIs and FEIs, is uniquely placed to note this and also that this relationship is partly 

because HE students have often already been in the college following level 3 courses 

before the HE course: 

 The tutor-student relationship in FE is stronger than HE… because a lot of them have 
progressed from level 3… (SSO June) 

 

What is apparent; - is the tutor’s desire to help students achieve, whatever their approach. 

Such relationships may actually form an unlikely antidote to the excesses of a quasi-

marketised system as tutors or SSOs are best placed to both support students and manage 

their expectations as consumers.  

 

Relationships which students form with their peers were not particularly significant for any 

of the ten student participants. However, it may be that this was because the students 

took peer relationships ‘as read’.  This missed opportunity for mutual support may have 

made a difference, which may have helped them to stay the course.  (Ikiz and Cakar, 2010; 

Onyishi and Ogbodo, 2012).  
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The wider services and environment of Northsall College were important to the students’ 

learning journey.  The main reason Leah gave for leaving was because she could not get 

support from IT services and the library to access course materials. This demonstrates that 

wider college staff may appear casual and not proactive in their support role. Wider 

college support for staff may be insensitive to this requirement of their job simply because 

they had too much work since cuts in funding and increases in their workload and role 

responsibilities (Fullan, 2002; Leader, 2004). It could also be a mismatch between the 

expectations of students to receive a level of support, promised through marketing and 

publicity, but unsupported by current resources. 

 

Declining attendance may signpost the difficulties students may be experiencing (Porter, 

2008, O’Donnell, 2009). None of the students recognised this symptom. However, all the 

staff recognised the importance of monitoring attendance as pointing to disengagement 

from study. Because of their commitments beyond college, full attendance may be 

unrealistic for a WP student (Paisey and Paisey, 2003). Therefore, the relationship between 

tutor or SSO and student will be important to ensuring that the individual circumstances of 

students are considered when assessing the significance of absence. Declining attendance 

needs picking up quickly in order to be effective in retaining the student (O’Donnell, 2009; 

Park et al., 2011).  

 

The impact of quasi-markets and funding cuts, increasing after 2010, and support for 

widening participation students through bolstering resilience to encourage retention 

seems due at least in part to be the result of the effectiveness of the relationship between 



An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

190 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

staff and students. Tutors, like Dee, exemplify a close relationship between tutor and 

student: 

It’s the understanding and it’s the support you bring to that person but also to the 
class (Tutor Dee) 

 

This support for students can be hard for tutors within current funding constraints 

(Tomlinson, 2014): 

The way we support [students] is in terms of tutorials but it is quite difficult you know 
because it’s having the time (Tutor Stella) 

 

FEIs are left with an unenviable task; - to provide for HE in FE students with a level of 

service which will be enough to ensure WP students can be supported by tutors to succeed 

(Keep, 2014; Hodgson et al., 2015). The financial imperatives were clearly laid out by 

manager Mike: 

When I started back [in his current role], I was concerned about the numbers 
declining and financially, the curriculum area we were very very vulnerable and if we 
are vulnerable financially then ultimately that makes the whole thing vulnerable, 
that’s everybody’s jobs vulnerable and I needed to start and say if you don’t get more 
students..., I mean I wouldn’t do it that crudely, but the reality is… (SSO Mike) 
 

 

In this climate, it is likely that students may leave because of insufficient support and 

resources to meet their needs or face challenges to their resilience which may be beyond 

local FEIs to address. Initiating a facilitated assessment of stressors and enablers with the 

student may help to remedy any difficulty as early as possible in the student’s learning 

journey (Hedberg and Tone, 2014). It could both empower students by familiarising them 

with the term resilience and open conversations with staff about any current difficulty 

affecting their study. The remaining overarching factors which affect resilience are those 

factors which are individual to the student. 
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5.1.3 Individual resilience and retention 

Turning to the second research question, strong resilience is more likely to enable a 

student to withstand whatever difficulties they encounter and ensure a successful 

completion to their learning journey (Gu and Day, 2006).  However, resilience is an 

individual characteristic; what is a stressor to one person can be a stimulus to another 

(Rutter, 2012).  

 

Resilience is a concept and a way to explain why some people can extend their effort to 

achieve a goal whilst others do not. Resilience stressors and enablers act like weights on a 

balance and are located around different domains of life (Bergmann et al. 2019). This 

explanation may be helpful, but it only deals with the concept of resilience at a relatively 

superficial level. It does not explain where the demarcation should be for the maximum 

effort an individual needs to make. This means that it is open to interpretation and 

possible abuse by staff who simply want students to continue expending effort beyond 

what is reasonable and possible (Canavan, 2007). It also has potential for victim blaming; 

when those who are not judged to be resilient may be judged to be at fault. Consideration 

of the significance of resilience to HE in FE students, needs to be with the caveat that it is 

open to abuse by managers and others to justify reducing resources and support for 

students. This is particularly important to WP students who may therefore be more 

vulnerable to stress from the ‘habitus’ of a HE environment (Reay et al., 2001a).  
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There seems to be a sensitive period for students, whose resilience is overstretched and 

nearing breaking point, which is just before they make the decision to leave, and when 

they do all that they can to stay. Julia, Lana and Jake are good examples of this, increasing 

their effort until they had exhausted themselves: 

I tried to hold it together, but I couldn’t.  I thought, do you know, I’m just going to 
have to let it go. (Julia). 

 
And as previously noted from Jake: 
 

Look I’m trying to keep up, and then it just got to the point where I said to them 
[tutors], enough’s enough, I can’t do this (Jake) 

 

When earlier signs of disengagement have been missed, some concerted support may 

encourage students to stay. If there was a checklist for staff and students in the tutorial 

system, which involved students in checking their own support needs, this may reduce 

drop out (Rovai, 2002; Park et al., 2011). 

 

General wellbeing is important to successful study (Prichard and Wilson, 2003; 

Theodoratou et al., 2016). Poor physical health of a student or their family can impact on 

whether students stay or leave the course, although this is not well researched.  

Amongst the student participants, poor physical health was a main reason why three out 

of ten left their courses. Bergmann et al. (2019) noted that when one or more ‘domains of 

life’ are affected, this reduces the student’s overall ability to stay resilient. This may be the 

best explanation of how physical ill health leads to student drop out. Serious and 

unexpected ill health is a major stressor which is difficult to overcome and will require a lot 

of resilience, as Jake noted:  

 I think it’s made me more determined knowing that these health issues have 
hampered me… (Jake)  
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Mental health is a growing concern to everyone working in education and was the main 

reason why three of the ten student participants dropped out of their studies (Aronin, 

2016). Poor mental health may best be understood in conjunction with the concept of 

resilience (Hedberg and Tone., 2014; Binnie, 2017). Gilborn and Mirza’s (2000) assertion 

that mental ill health is a cause or somehow linked to poor resilience runs counter to 

Binnie (2017) who suggests that people facing mental health problems may be more 

resilient in order to cope with such a major life stressor. None of the three students felt 

their course directly ‘caused’ their mental ill health. They felt their ill health was triggered 

by changes in their own lives: 

 It wasn’t the course itself that made me leave, it was my mental health that made 
me really poorly… (Gill)  

 

 
However, poor mental health still carries some stigma which can lead to non-disclosure. 

Lack of funding could be a barrier to offering individual, institutional support (Quinn et al., 

2008; Tomlinson, 2014). Poor tutor or other staff support for students because of the lack 

of resources in the currently challenging funding climate is likely. This could mean that the 

resilience needed to overcome barriers to undertake HE in FE study is too great (Garrett, 

2015). Good practice ideas to support student mental health include therapeutic 

education which may support FEIs. This is especially pertinent to tackling mental health 

through education during the current pandemic (MHFE, 2015). 
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5.2 Implications for practice   

The third research question is: ‘What are the implications for FEIs of effectively supporting 

Higher Education in Further Education students to complete their degree level studies?’ 

Caution is needed in drawing firm recommendations from such a small sample, since the 

study does not enable robust generalisation to all FEIs (See sections; 3.3.3 and 3.7.3, for a 

fuller discussion). However, there are some interesting themes which have emerged from 

factors within Northsall on the student’s learning journey, which could suggest implications 

for practice and lead to further research.  

 

Capital represents accumulated labour in either a physical or embodied form 

(Bourdieu,1986: 241).  Bourdieu identified three types of capital which individuals within a 

society may possess; - economic capital, concerned with wealth; cultural capital, which 

relates to knowledge and confers privileged position and social capital involving securing 

privilege through social groupings and interpersonal relationships (Bourdieu, 1986:243).  

 

More recently, Poole (2019) added the concept of ‘resilience capital’ which concerns 

adopting a more positive attitude to experiences which could be uncertain or dubious in 

outcome. A connection can be made between resilience capital as a concept and what the 

research has found can support students with the building of their resilience. Poole’s 

(2019) research was published more recently, and it is interesting and relevant as an 

additional way to understand how resilience is operating as weights on a balance and, as 

such, worth consideration within the conclusion. However, it has not been included earlier 

in the thesis because it is not central to a fuller understanding of how resilience is 

significant to retention for, HE in FE students and understanding the variety of external, 
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internal and individual factors which impact upon the wider student experience and how 

the toolkit can support students with their resilience. Poole suggests that resilience can be 

produced by tutors taking the lead by framing ambiguous experiences as positive for 

students. This would mean tutors being proactive in their relationships with students. 

Using a method such as the retention ‘tool kit’ (outlined below) to facilitate this may be 

helpful. 

 
 
5.2.1 The proposed retention ‘toolkit’: stage 1: discussion and flow chart  

The ‘toolkit’ could be a staged process which would afford the opportunity to empower 

students by raising awareness of their own resilience. The ‘toolkit’ could start with a class 

discussion about resilience and what it might mean; which would enable students to 

counter any attempt to extend their resilience undesirably by staff or the college. It is 

important for the process to be empowering for all students, but especially a WP learner. 

 

The retention ‘toolkit’ flow chart (figure 4, below) is a representation of the potential 

influence of resilience on the individual student’s learning journey. It is intended to 

support an initial conversation and discussion with staff about resilience and student 

retention. The self-assessment checklist could be used with the student and then assessed 

in the light of this flow chart by the tutor.   

 



An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

196 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

 

  

 

Figure 4: A flow chart showing how factors may impact on the resilience of HE in FE students. 
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On the chart, a student enrols for their HE in FE study with varying amounts of ‘resilience 

capital’ from innate and environmental factors (Poole, 2019). For WP students, this may be 

impacted upon by impoverished cultural capital described by Bourdieu and Passeron 

(1977). If one or more factors within the FEI are negatively experienced, this will stress 

their ability to overcome difficulty and may lead to withdrawal from the course. However, 

if a student has a supportive relationship with staff or effective external referral (see 

appendix 7) which supports their resilience, there is a chance that they may stay and 

achieve. If this support is not enough or timely, then they leave despite college efforts to 

support them. The points in the flow chart where the student’s outcome can be influenced 

are boxes 5,11,16 and 19. Boxes 8,13 and 21 may all result in a student leaving their 

course. Boxes 9,14,15,18 and 22 may all lead to retention and achievement for the 

student. The designation of a stressor as minor or major is individual to the student and 

transactionally dynamic, depending upon what else is happening in the student’s life at 

that time (Sameroff, 1991). Whether they receive support from staff or SSOs and whether 

that support is timely and sufficient to bolster the student’s resilience, may determine 

whether they are retained on their HE in FE course. The flow chart could be mapped onto 

the individual student experiences. Below is an example of the chart in Figure 4 as applied 

to Julia (see figure 5). The remaining nine ex-students are also similarly mapped onto 

Figure 4 (page 196) in Appendix 10.  

 

Julia starts with good personal resilience which matched her current responsibilities to 

look after her mother and maintain employment. She also had good motivation towards 

study as she seemed to have clear reasons for enrolling on the course (box 1,2, 4). 

However, she encounters a major life event when her Mother’s health deteriorates (box 
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5,6,7). This is mitigated by tutor support for her own resilience to bolster it (box 8,11). 

Unfortunately, her personal characteristics meant she was not able to accept any slippage 

in her academic performance and she experienced this as a negative institutional 

experience. The course did not meet her expressed needs, and this meant Northsall’s 

ability to support Julia further with her resilience was compromised (box 11). Any further 

college interventions were not enough to support Julia to stay on her course through a 

major stressor (box 12). Ultimately this meant she dropped out of her HE in FE study (box 

13). This highlights the fact that the ability to be resilient is individual and only the student, 

in this case Julia, could definitively say how significant each factor may be. That is why 

individual evaluations with students are essential as explained after figure 5, in the 

following section. 

 

5.2.2 The retention ‘toolkit’: stage 2 and 3 the checklist and table  

Stage two in using the toolkit would begin by completion of a checklist of issues identified 

within this research as possible causes of stress. It could be adapted from Holmes and 

Rahe’s (1967) Social Readjustment Scale, as illustrated in Appendix 11. It may be 

undertaken by the student alone or in a class, or as an activity in a one-to-one meeting 

supported by a tutor or SSO.  

 

Stage three in the ‘toolkit’ process is to transfer the issues identified by the student to a 

table. Three examples are included here and have also been undertaken for the remaining 

seven student participants in Appendix 10. The selection of these three examples 

represents the three main reasons why students left the course. Julia, who left due to 

being on the wrong course for her which illustrates the difficulties students can experience 
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with IAG (Figure 5 below). Gill, who left due to mental ill health (Figure 6 below) and Jake 

who left because of physical ill health (Figure 7 below). The tables would help to assess the 

personal vulnerability of students on their learning journey using Eisenburg et al.’s (2009) 

idea of ‘stressors’ versus ‘enablers’ to provide a guide for focused college support. This is 

reminiscent of Lewin’s (1947) forcefield analysis approach to change management; an 

approach which has already been applied to the participation of adults in education by 

Miller (1967) but could be adapted to evaluate the positive and negative forces acting 

upon a HE in FE student during the course of their studies. This might empower them to 

both understand what resilience is and to assess what they believe to be their own current 

levels of resilience. A similar approach was suggested by Sarmento (2014) who created a 

‘mental health profile’ for college students. This could include factors which affect study 

more generally and not just those affecting mental health. 

 

Enablers Strength  Stressors Strength  

Ability to do the course.  
(Julia already had a master’s 
degree). 

+8 Caring responsibilities  
(Julia’s Mum was ill but not acutely 
so at that point)  

-2 

Personal resilience and 
coping strategies to combat 
stress. 
(dropped down another 
workday and saw the course 
as helping her relax) 

+4 Unforeseen increased caring 
responsibilities 
(Her Mum’s health condition 
became unexpectedly critical) 

-8 

Enjoyed the course and had 
good relationships with 
tutors  

+5 Personality which likes to do well. 
 

-1 

  Course didn’t meet Julia’s needs. 
(Did not need the HND, just a 
portfolio of artwork)  

-8 

 +17  -19 

 

Figure 5: Table of Julia’s resilience: enablers against stressors 
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It is impossible to complete the table accurately without input from the student and so this 

example is for illustration only. It is important that the student and tutor do this together, 

but in order to demonstrate the process, this table is created from a third-party point of 

view, based on Julia’s story. Discussing and deciding the strength of the stressor or enabler 

may be an important part of the process and could clarify the significance of each factor 

for the student. For example, in figure 5, the inclusion of ‘Personality which likes to do 

well’ as a ‘stressor’ assumes that this is where it belongs, that a drive towards perfection 

could be a hindrance. However, it may also be the case that it should be located in the 

‘enablers’ if it ensures completion of academic work. Assessments of significance between 

plus and minus 1-10 will be individual and negotiated between student and staff.  

 

The following two tables have been included as additional examples, without the scoring: 

Enablers Strength  Stressors Strength  

Completed a year on a HE 
course previously so seems 
prepared for the 
commitment involved in HE 
study 

 The workload was greater than Gill 
expected 

 

Gill asked tutors for help  Personal issues which exacerbated 
pre-existing mental health 
problems 

 

Gill made friends on the 
course who supported her  

 The mental health problems 
became acute 

 

  She asked tutors for help but 
received pastoral support rather 
than academic instruction and 
support. Some tutors were very 
unsupportive. 

 

  Gill’s counselling was ineffective for 
her 

 

 

Figure 6: Table of Gill’s resilience: enablers against stressors 
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Gill enrolled on a photography course in faculty A at Northsall (box 1). She had previously 

completed a year on a graphic design course at degree level and despite having a poor 

experience of tutors on that course, she felt she did know what would be expected of her 

at the point of enrolling (box 2,4). The workload turned out to be greater than she 

expected (boxes 5,6). She asked for help from tutors but felt she received pastoral support, 

rather than academic help (box 7,8,11,12,14). She also had some personal issues which 

exacerbated her mental health problems. These then became acute (boxes 16,17). She 

enjoyed the course itself and felt she learned a lot from the content of it.  She felt that if 

tutors had helped more with her academic work, rather than just emotional and pastoral 

support she could have stayed and completed the course. She felt she was asking for help 

from some of the tutors but not getting it and even wrote a letter of complaint about one 

of them. Other tutors were more helpful, but they were not her main point of contact on 

the course (boxes 19,20). She had counselling but did not feel it was effective for her. She 

did make a small number of friends on the course despite being shy and talks about this as 

positive support. She says she finally left because she could not manage the workload. This 

seems to have been her ‘final straw’ (boxes 21).  

 

Enablers Strength  Stressors Strength  

Jake attended for two years so 
is likely to be able to study at 
HE level. 

 Pre-existing physical health 
problems 

 

His partner is also studying at 
HE level so he may have 
greater familiarity with the 
requirements of degree level 
study. 

 Major exacerbation of physical 
health problems 

 

He had a positive experience 
of the course and the tutors 
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He has good motivation from 
his career plans and intends to 
return to complete the course 
once his physical ill health has 
improved 

   

 

Figure 7: Table of Jake’s resilience: enablers against stressors 

 

Jake was a student who enrolled on the digital journalism and media course in faculty A 

(box 1). He attended for two years, the full degree programme is three years and he 

intended to return to complete it in the future, so he has good motivation for study but 

also some, at that point, minor health problems. His partner is also in HE study so he is 

more likely to have some knowledge of HE study requirements (boxes 2,3). He felt that the 

tutors were very supportive and responsive to requests, but his physical health problems 

became just too great (boxes 5,6,7). The decision to leave was hard for him and he talks 

about trying to keep up and continue his studies but reaching a breaking point (box 8). He 

looks forward to completing his studies in the future (this would be to boxes 11,15).  

 

Discussion of both the checklist and table would enable communication between staff and 

student. The research has found this to be important in supporting student resilience. The 

discussion, stimulated by the student’s assessment, could also attempt to identify further 

sources of support which may be available, and which could be drawn upon to bolster 

their resilience. This discussion would also address the issue of noticing any student 

difficulty in time to support the student to stay, including referral to the SSO. 
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5.2.3 Further development of the retention ‘toolkit’ 

Further development of the ‘toolkit’ could include an online system. The checklist could be 

developed to facilitate the secure, password protected storage of details of each student’s 

resilience assessments for future reference by themselves. From the retention ‘toolkit’ 

online system, anonymised common themes of challenge can be identified more 

efficiently, either directly from the system or through escalation from tutors or SSOs.  

 

The SSO role could include being a ‘broker’ between different parts of the college system, 

such as IT, libraries or counselling. They could be a ‘mediator’ between tutors and students 

experiencing difficulty. This may, for example, have helped Leah to stay and achieve her 

qualification, if her IT issues had been identified in this way and resolved.  

 

The anonymised and generalised data collected from the ‘toolkit’ outcomes should be 

reported to FE college managers and then referred appropriately to designated managers 

who will facilitate resolutions to improve the student’s experiences. This would enable 

managers to make better informed decisions about the deployment of funding, based 

directly on the student’s own identified needs. It is also possible that increased completion 

could lead to increases in funding for the GFE. 

 

The ability to improve resilience for an individual student is going to vary (Robertson, 

2012). The influence of individual agency is important because a student may already have 

foreclosed their decision to leave before informing the FEI. However, the ‘toolkit’ is likely 

to help more individuals than just students who are vulnerable and assist in preventing the 

causes of short-term absence which can lead to complete disengagement (Porter, 2008). 
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Using a ‘toolkit’ would, de facto, lead to increased retention, benefiting all students, by 

increasing staff, institutional and student understanding about resilience and what might 

help students to stay. 

 

5.2.4 Improved information, advice and guidance 

As the students identified, better IAG would have made a difference. We need better 

guidance for HE in FE students. This suggests that both partial and impartial advice would 

support the optimum approach to student careers advice and transition and is in line with 

the Quality Advice Standards (QAS, 2020). IAG for progressing level 3 students could 

include input from a previous tutor who can support them into HE study (McGivney, 1996). 

Offering more widespread transition programmes, perhaps during the summer or at 

induction, would help prepare students who might struggle to fit into a HE environment 

(Lloyd and Griffiths, 2008). This programme could include further, structured individual 

sessions, based around the ‘toolkit’ to identify and allay any fears and support their 

resilience through a longer transition period.  

 

5.2.5 Better underpinning for staff and student relationships 

A second impact on professional practice relates to staff student relationships. The 

students in this study needed an individual relationship with a tutor as a key protective 

factor. The tutor, or other supporting member of staff, can then report and address 

student difficulty at an early stage. (Robertson, 2012). Ideally, this would be the student’s 

personal tutor who will understand the importance of both pastoral and academic support 

through in-house training and a regular tutorial system. The research has highlighted that 

this could be someone else involved in student support, such as an SSO, who is available to 
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try and build a relationship with the student. This then becomes, a protective factor when 

students face additional difficulties on the course, either in their own life or within college, 

and should be prioritised for protection from cuts to funding (Rovai, 2002; Park et al., 

2011).  

 

5.2.6 A Student Services Officer role  

Part of a student’s learning agreement with an FEI is that they will be offered some health 

and wellbeing support as part of their contract (UCAS, 2018). This is not a new idea 

(Moxley et al., 2001). The HE in FE Student Services Officer role developed at Northsall 

from student support services has increased in emphasis as part of HE and FE wider 

provision for students since the 1992 Further and Higher Education Act reforms (Dhillon et 

al., 2008). The SSO role I have described is a generic role found in a number of FE 

institutions. Such roles originate from the education commitment to widen participation, 

such as through Action on Access. This programme identified a similar role as ‘student 

success advisors’ (Thomas et al., 2017: 11). This focussed student support is gaining greater 

recognition but needs to be more coherently co-ordinated and systematically embedded in 

all programmes where there are students from widening participation contexts, to ensure 

they have maximum impact on student retention. 

 

The SSOs in this study, had differing job descriptions and roles within their colleges. What 

they had in common is a responsibility for student retention and achievement: 

I think that the role [SSO] is quite well established... It’s giving advice and setting up 
plans…I’m in the middle with the students’ sort of pinging around. (SSO Sally). 

 



An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

206 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

SSO June’s role is primarily for academic support but by her own admission this is 

beginning to extend to pastoral. For example: 

I have had one student speak with me quite recently about whether she should stay 
or whether she should go. My role is not about that, but I suspect that if students 
build that relationship with me that I might be the one, because I’m visible. Whereas 
the tutors, very helpful but with their teaching loads, they are in the classroom, 
whereas I’m not. But formally, that isn’t my role, to intervene when someone is at 
risk. (SSO June) 

 

SSO Mike had the only role where student support was added on to his middle 

management position.  The functions of an SSO, to support students either academically or 

pastorally already exist:  

I’m responsible for the quality of teaching and learning and assessment…The tutors 
only tend to involve me when there’s a particular problem and they have got to the 
end of their list of ideas (SSO Mike) 

 

SSO Sally has the most comprehensive approach to both aspects of supporting vulnerable 

students. Sally has conducted impact assessments and her role seems to improve 

attendance, as well as supporting students to stay who otherwise would have left. This is 

especially applicable to the WP cohort at Northsall where retention can be challenging 

(Harter and Szurminski, 2001). SSO June’s role started as academic but is becoming 

pastoral. Demonstrating the importance of emotional support as part of her role. Colleges 

with smaller HE in FE provision may, like SSO Mike, see the role as part of a wider job 

description.  

 

SSOs should be part of wider college support, acting as a ‘safety net’ for students whose 

own tutors are not available to them (Kahu, 2013; Smith, 2015). They are not necessarily 

committed to a particular course or discipline and can maintain a degree of impartiality 
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and objectivity about any arising stressors. Although it would be preferable for tutors to 

support students, making the SSO role unnecessary, this research suggests the need for a 

safety net beyond course teams. In the current climate of funding constraints and 

efficiency savings to course hours and tutor time, this is important as suggested by Tutors 

Dee and Stella: 

The way we support [students] is in terms of tutorials but it is quite difficult you know 
because it’s having the time. (Tutor Stella) 
 
It’s very time consuming [supporting students]. It can be very draining, and it’s taken 
a lot of resources off me. (Tutor Dee) 
 

 

Employing substitutes, such as SSOs for that relationship when tutors simply do not have 

the time to be available to students seems a pragmatic compromise (Smith, 2015; Gill, 

2016). A more clearly defined SSO role, would assist individual students as well as 

institutions with their retention. This would be enhanced by training and a professional 

qualification framework for the Student Services Officer role. 

 
 
5.2.7 Using a trusted intermediary to facilitate access to hard-to-reach participants 

This research was possible because I was able to use a trusted intermediary to access hard-

to-reach participants who had already left.  This might be a worthwhile method for other 

researchers. It presupposes that the researcher is conducting either insider research or has 

had significant experience of the institution(s) involved, although building a trust 

relationship over time by spending time at an institution may also be possible.  
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5.3 Final conclusion 

When a Higher Education in Further Education student appears to have a difficulty, they 

are susceptible to a conscious or unconscious tension between resilience and challenge. 

The sum of all the resilience the student has accrued both before and during their studies 

can outweigh the factors which they newly encounter, in which case they may well stay 

the course. However, if the stressors outweigh the ‘resilience capital’ that the student 

currently has, they can drop out (Eisenburg et al., 2009; Poole, 2019). The metaphor ‘the 

straw which breaks the camel’s back’ is relevant here as there is often a specific point at 

which the struggling student feels overwhelmed and makes the decision to leave (Douglas 

et al., 2015). 

 

Suggestions for changes to practice assume that there are already mechanisms for support 

within FEIs, which simply need enhancing or focussing. For example, group and individual 

tutorials are usually already resourced and taking place, highlighted by Gill: 

I’m going to miss [tutor name] and [tutor name] cos they were really good tutors and 
I thought I’m probably not going to see them again.  (Gill) 

 

Many Higher Education in Further Education staff already have good relationships with 

students, and they have some of their own strategies for supporting students and their 

resilience effectively, Tutor Dee is a good example of this: 

I think it’s [her relationship with students] central to them staying. …in my class, I’m 
involved with everybody and everything and they have all stayed (Tutor Dee) 
 

 

It is suggested that this good practice should be emphasised, and the pastoral support 

provided to students as part of a tutor’s role formalised. Good pastoral support practice 
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enhances student resilience. Professional development of staff could include 

understanding more about resilience and the ‘toolkit’ described here to assess Eisenburg 

et al.’s (2009) stressors along with a check list of possible factors in student drop out.  

These actions would support the resilience of all students to stay on HE in FE courses (see 

Appendix 11). The ‘toolkit’ could also reinforce the efforts of pastorally proactive tutors by 

providing a rationale for what they are trying to achieve, and a suggested means of 

achieving it, developing a better understanding of how to support HE in FE students before 

they reach the point of deciding to leave their degree course. This will improve the support 

and success of WP cohorts in HE. This is especially Important in a target-driven culture and 

has the potential to improve overall retention data in FE Institutions (Smith, 2015). 

Resilience is a multifaceted and contested concept which is helpful in understanding the 

ways in which difficulties in different domains of life can combine to become 

overwhelming for an individual (Bergmann et al. 2019). However, it is also open to misuse 

and requires caution in its application (Canavan, 2007; Garrett, 2015). It is a term used by 

staff or management, rather than students. Sharing its meaning with students could be 

helpful in empowering them to reflect upon and improve their ability to achieve their HE in 

FE qualification. However, this has to be counterbalanced by an understanding of how the 

concept of resilience has sometimes been used to shift blame for student drop out to the 

individual (Canavan, 2007; Garrett, 2015). Any strategy to increase the resilience of 

students should not be used by Government or policy makers as a justification to lower 

resourcing for support. Enhancing resilience for individuals is not a substitute for providing 

strong support systems for all students within the education system (Reay et al., 2001b; 

LeGrand et al., 2008).   
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FEIs have a good track record in supporting WP students but need adequate financial 

support to ensure students can access their services (BIS, 2014; AoC, in Evans, 2015). 

Facilitating student understanding of resilience and implementing strategies to support 

students has the potential to mitigate against attrition. It can achieve this by tipping the 

balance a little more towards enabling FE in HE students as consumers, who may be the 

least well equipped and informed players in the neoliberal educational quasi- market 

(LeGrand, 2008).  

 

Recognising the centrality of student relationships with tutors and the importance of other 

staff, such as SSOs to offer a safety net could be seen as potentially running counter to the 

idea of education as a business, albeit within a quasi-market. There are other factors which 

have been identified by this research as enhancing tutor relationships with students. These 

include effective and impartial IAG; identified individuals in an SSO role to mediate access 

to wider college services; and deliberately fostering positive student to student 

relationships. All these can contribute to building resilience ‘capital’ (Poole, 2019). In the 

end, in supporting resilience and retention it is the outcome of tutor actions and not the 

intent that matters. Effective pastoral relationships between staff and students can lead to 

increases in student completion rates and meet the needs of education and employer 

requirements. 

 

It is important to recognise the difference between what students as individuals can 

reasonably expect to change and what Governments and FEIs need to take responsibility 

for, in ensuring widening participation students have equitable access to Higher Education. 

The concept of resilience can place the ‘problem’ of HE in FE student retention as located 
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with the individual and indicative of a personal deficit (Garrett, 2015; Smith, 2015). The 

quasi-market environment for further and higher education could be resolved by 

recognising a more collectivist, non-competitive approach (Le Grand et al., 2008). Colleges 

must also recognise that their marketised approaches must meet promoted expectations 

to establish trust and confidence in the HE in FE system. This could widen participation by 

ensuring all players within the system can be adequately funded to support students to the 

best of their ability and to encourage a more equitable approach to Higher Education.  The 

difficulty facing, HE in FE students, may not be their lack of discernment as consumers but 

their disadvantaged position within society and lack of social capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Reay 

et al., 2001a). 

 
 
5.3.1 Further research  

Further research is needed to assess the generalisability of the factors identified within this 

research and the efficacy of its suggestions for practice. The toolkit and associated 

professional development for staff could be used as a foundation to support improved 

practice and retention for HE students in FEIs could be developed and evaluated. This 

research could be used as a basis to facilitate future educational practice in the pastoral 

support of HE in FE students by examining further the most effective way to make 

interventions which will bolster personal student resilience through discussion and 

awareness, and lead to fewer students dropping out of their degree level courses. Possible 

future research questions could be: 

1. What are the key questions which could be asked of HE in FE students in initial 

pastoral tutorials in order to identify individual challenges? 

2. How far do HE in FE students feel FEIs marketed expectations are realised? 
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3. What timely and effective college systems and interventions should be made which 

support HE in FE students to complete their courses when they are facing 

institutional or personal stressors?  

4. What is the nature of Student Services Officer roles across the HE in FE sector and 

how could the role be defined, promoted and supported with further professional 

development? 

5. How could the role of Student Services Officer be shown to be cost effective? 

Supporting achievement for HE in FE students is both a national and individual concern as 

the FE sector makes a significant contribution both to the general upskilling of the 

population but also enriches the individual lives of many WP students and their families.   

 

5.3.2 Impact on the researcher and plans for development 

The process of conducting primary research within one’s own employment is both 

gratifying and challenging.  The challenge is to be as objective as is possible without losing 

the advantage of understanding the environment in which you are researching and your 

status as an insider (Le Gallais, 2008). It has been a humbling and reflexive experience to 

understand the perspectives of all the participants. Gaining the support and trust of an SSO 

as an intermediary to reach this student population was a breakthrough moment. 

Students, who leave, also leave a gap in understanding which it is difficult to fill without 

hearing their stories. Attempts to contact them in the past met with very limited success; 

being able to gain insight into their experiences has informed my own role in HE in FE.  

 
 
My future plans are focussed on developing and testing the retention ‘toolkit’ to see if it 

can support; - HE in FE colleagues with assessing student resilience and ensuring more 
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timely intervention for those students who need it. I have links with another local FEI with 

a large HE in FE provision and I have retained links with the FEIs in which the SSOs were 

employed. I am hoping that some or all of them will agree to pilot the retention ‘toolkit’ as 

this could lead to evaluation and further development of it, although these plans have 

been delayed due to the COVID-19 pandemic. In the meantime, I will share this research in 

some form as it is valuable in highlighting the voice of students who are a so-called, ‘hard 

to reach’ population.  My interviews tell me just what a loss leaving their courses is for the 

former students as well as the follow-on impact on their families, their contributions to HE, 

to their employers and the economy. 

  



An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

214 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

References      
 
Adult Psychiatric Morbidity Survey (2016) ‘Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing, 
England, 2014’, Official Statistics, NHS Digital. [online] 
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/adult-psychiatric-
morbidity-survey/adult-psychiatric-morbidity-survey-survey-of-mental-health-and-
wellbeing-england-2014  (Accessed 4-12-18)  
 
Allan, J., McKenna, J. and Dominey, S. (2014) ‘Degrees of resilience: profiling psychological 
resilience and prospective academic achievement in university inductees’, British Journal of 
Guidance & Counselling, 42:1, 9-25. [Taylor-Francis online] 
doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2013.793784  (Accessed 22-6-20) 
 
Almeida, A., Santos, R., Batista, J., Pereira, D. and Sousa, C. (2016) ‘Digital Media as a driver 
of a more inclusive higher education: towards a proposal of an action plan’ Proceedings of 
the 7th International Conference on Software Development and Technologies for 
Enhancing Accessibility and Fighting info – exclusion Dec. 2016 pages 127-133. [online] 
https://dl.acm.org/doi/abs/10.1145/3019943.3019962 (Accessed 4-8-20) 
 
Anderson, P. and Williams, J. (2018) ‘Identity and Difference in Higher education ‘outsiders 
within’ London and New York: Routledge. 
 
Andrews, J. and Higson, H. (2008) ‘Graduate Employability, ‘Soft Skills’ Versus ‘Hard’ 
Business Knowledge: A European Study’, Higher Education in Europe, 33:4, 411-422. 
[Taylor-Francis online] doi/full/10.1080/03797720802522627 (Accessed 24-2-19) 
 
Archer, L., Hutchings, M. and Ross, A. (2005), ‘Higher Education and Social Class: Issues of 
exclusion and Inclusion’, London and New York: Taylor and Francis Group. 
 
Arksey, H. and Knight, P. (1999) ‘Interviewing for Social Scientists’, London: Sage. 
 
Armingeon, K. and Bonoli, G. (Eds) (2006) ‘The Politics of Post-Industrial Welfare States: 
adapting post-war social policies to new social risks’ London and New York: Routledge. 
 
Aronin, S. (2016)’ One in four students suffer from mental health problems’ YouGov Uk 
website. [online] 
https://yougov.co.uk/news/2016/08/09/quarter-britains-students-are-afflicted-mental-
hea/  (Accessed 14-7-18) 
 
Assiter, Alison; Gibbs, Graham R. (2007), ‘student retention and motivation’ European 
Political Science, Volume 6, Number 1, March 2007, pp. 79-93(15) [online] 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/palgrave.eps.2210108 (Accessed 27-10-20) 
 
Association of Colleges (AOC), (2018) ‘A spring statement on college finances’ [online] 
https://www.aoc.co.uk/news/spring-statement-college-finances-13-march-2018  
(Accessed 26-6-18)  
 

https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/adult-psychiatric-morbidity-survey/adult-psychiatric-morbidity-survey-survey-of-mental-health-and-wellbeing-england-2014
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/adult-psychiatric-morbidity-survey/adult-psychiatric-morbidity-survey-survey-of-mental-health-and-wellbeing-england-2014
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/adult-psychiatric-morbidity-survey/adult-psychiatric-morbidity-survey-survey-of-mental-health-and-wellbeing-england-2014
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2013.793784?needAccess=true&instName=University+of+Hull
https://dl.acm.org/doi/abs/10.1145/3019943.3019962
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03797720802522627
https://yougov.co.uk/news/2016/08/09/quarter-britains-students-are-afflicted-mental-hea/
https://yougov.co.uk/news/2016/08/09/quarter-britains-students-are-afflicted-mental-hea/
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/pal/eps;jsessionid=4c020n5h2s1dt.alice
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/pal/eps;jsessionid=4c020n5h2s1dt.alice
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/palgrave.eps.2210108
https://www.aoc.co.uk/news/spring-statement-college-finances-13-march-2018


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

215 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Association of Colleges (AOC) (2019) ‘College Key facts 2018/19’: [online] 
https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/College%20Key%20Facts%202018-19.pdf 
 (Accessed 24-5-19) 
 
The Audit Commission and Her Majesty's Inspectorate (1993) ‘Unfinished Business: Full-
time educational courses for 16-19-year-olds’. London: HMSO. 
 
The Auger Review (2019) ‘Review of Post-18 Education and Funding’ the House of 
Commons Library, published on 8th February 2019. [online] 
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-8239 
 (Accessed 1-6-19) 
 
Ballantyne, R, Hughes, K., and Mylonas, A., (2002) ‘Developing Procedures for 
Implementing Peer Assessment in Large Classes Using an Action Research Process’, 
Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 27:5, 427-441. 
[online] DOI: 10.1080/0260293022000009302 (Accessed 4-9-20) 
 
Bandura, A. (1994) ’Self-efficacy’. In V. S. Ramachaudran (Ed.), Encyclopaedia of human 
behaviour (Vol. 4, pp. 71-81). New York: Academic Press. (Reprinted in H. Friedman [Ed.], 
Encyclopaedia of mental health. San Diego: Academic Press, 1998). 
https://www.uky.edu/~eushe2/Bandura/BanEncy.html [online] (Accessed 29-11-18)  
 
Bassey, M. (2001) A Solution to the Problem of Generalisation in Educational Research: 
fuzzy prediction. Oxford Review of Education, Vol.27 No. 1. pp.5-22 [Taylor Francis online]  
doi/abs/10.1080/03054980123773  (Accessed 27-10-20) 
 
Bates, E. and Kaye, L. (2014) ‘I’d be expecting caviar in lectures”: the impact of the new fee 
regime on undergraduate students’ expectations of Higher Education’ Higher Education, 
Vol. 67, Issue 5 p655-673. [online] 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10734-013-9671-3   
(Accessed 13-11-18)  
 
Bathmaker, A. and Thomas, W (2009) ‘Positioning themselves: An exploration of the nature 
and meaning of transitions in the context of dual sector FE/HE institutions in England’. 
Paper presented at the International Conference on Researching Transitions in Lifelong 
Learning. June22–24. UK: at the University of Stirling. [online] 
doi/abs/10.1080/03098770902856652  (Accessed 13-11-18) 
 
Baxter, A. (2014) ‘Challenging the myth of an ‘epidemic’ of common mental disorders: 
Trends in the global anxiety and depression between 1990 and 2010’ In Depression and 
Anxiety, 31, 506-516. [online] 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24448889/  (Accessed 30-6-20) 
 
Bell, J. (2010) ‘Doing your research project: A guide for first time researchers in education’, 
health and social science 5th edition, Maidenhead: McGraw-Hill Education. 
 

https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/College%20Key%20Facts%202018-19.pdf
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-8239
https://doi.org/10.1080/0260293022000009302
https://www.uky.edu/~eushe2/Bandura/BanEncy.html
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03054980123773
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10734-013-9671-3
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03098770902856652
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24448889/


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

216 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Bennett, C., (1996) ‘Researching into teaching methods in colleges and universities’, Oxon, 
UK: Kogan Page. 
 
Bennett, R. (2010)’ Determinants of Undergraduate Student Drop Out Rates in a University 
Business Studies Department’, Journal of Further and Higher Education, 27:2, 123-141. 
[Taylor-Francis online] DOI: 10.1080/030987703200065154 (Accessed 4-9-20) 
 
BERA (2018) ‘Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research’ fourth edition, British 
educational Research association. [online] 
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-educational-research-2018   
 (Accessed 13-11-18) 
 
Bergmann, C, Muth, T. and Loerbroks, A. (2019) ‘Medical students’ perceptions of stress 
due to academic studies and it’s interrelationships with other domains of life: a qualitative 
study’ Medical Education Online 24:1 [online] doi/pdf/10.1080/10872981.2019.1603526 
(Accessed 20-11-20) 
 
Biesta, G. (2007) Why ‘What works won’t work: Evidence-based practice and the 
Democratic Deficit in Educational Research’, Educational Theory, Volume 57, Issue 1p1-22. 
[Wiley online] /doi/full/10.1111/j.1741-5446.2006.00241.  (Accessed 4-9-20) 
 
Binnie, G. (2017) ‘Struggling students are not ‘lacking in resilience’ – they need more 
support’ in The Guardian [online] 
https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2016/aug/18/struggling-
students-are-not-lacking-resilience-they-need-more-support   
(Accessed 15-6-18) 
 
BIS (2014) ‘Further Education Workforce Strategy: The Government’s strategy to support 
workforce excellence in further education’ Department for Business, Innovation and Skills. 
[online] 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment
_data/file/326000/bis-14-679-further-education-workforce-strategy-the-government-
strategy-support-workforce-excellence-in-further-education.pdf  (Accessed 15-10-20) 
 
BIS (2015) ‘Understanding progression into higher education for disadvantaged and under-
represented groups’ Department for Business, Innovation and Skills Research Paper 
Number 229, November 2015. [online]  
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/24682/1/BIS-15-462-understanding-progression-into-higher-
education-final.pdf  (Accessed 15-10-20) 
 
Blanco, C., Okuda, M., Wright, C. et al. (2008) ‘Mental Health of College Students and Their 
Non–College-Attending Peers: Results from the National Epidemiologic Study on Alcohol 
and Related Conditions. Arch Gen Psychiatry. 2008;65(12):1429–1437. 
doi:10.1001/archpsyc.65.12.1429. [online] 
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapsychiatry/article-abstract/482915  (Accessed 19-
8-19) 
 

https://doi.org/10.1080/030987703200065154
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-educational-research-2018
https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2016/aug/18/struggling-students-are-not-lacking-resilience-they-need-more-support
https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2016/aug/18/struggling-students-are-not-lacking-resilience-they-need-more-support
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/326000/bis-14-679-further-education-workforce-strategy-the-government-strategy-support-workforce-excellence-in-further-education.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/326000/bis-14-679-further-education-workforce-strategy-the-government-strategy-support-workforce-excellence-in-further-education.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/326000/bis-14-679-further-education-workforce-strategy-the-government-strategy-support-workforce-excellence-in-further-education.pdf
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/24682/1/BIS-15-462-understanding-progression-into-higher-education-final.pdf
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/24682/1/BIS-15-462-understanding-progression-into-higher-education-final.pdf
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapsychiatry/article-abstract/482915


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

217 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Bolden, R., Gosling, J., O’Brien, A., Peters, K., Ryam, M. and Hasling, A. (2012) ‘Academic 
leadership: changing conceptions, identities and experiences in UK higher education’ The 
Leadership Foundation for Higher Education. [online] 
https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10871/15098/academic_leadership_
v1_19312.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y (Accessed 16-7-18) 
 
Bloomer, M. (1998). ‘They tell you what to do and then they let you get on with it: illusions 
of professionalism in GNVQ’. Journal of Education and Work, 11(2): 167–186. [online] 
/doi/abs/10.1080/1363908980110204  (Accessed 10-11-18) 
 
Bloomer, M. and Hodkinson, P. (2000). ‘Learning careers: continuity and change in young 
people’s dispositions to learning’. British Educational Research Journal, 26(5): 583–97. 
[Taylor & Francis Online] doi/abs/10.1080/01411920020007805 (Accessed 4-9-20) 
 
Boud, D. and Symes, C. (2000) ‘Learning for Real: Work-based Education in Universities’, in 
C. Symes and J. McIntyre (Eds) Working Knowledge: The New Vocationalism and Higher 
Education. [online] https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED481448  (Accessed 15-10-20) 
 
Bourd, D., Cohen, R. and Sampson, J. (2001) ‘Peer Learning in Higher education: Learning 
with and from each other’, London: Kogan Page Limited.  
 
Bourdieu, P. (1986), ‘The Forms of Capital’, in Richardson, John G., ed., Handbook of 
Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education, New York: Greenwood. 
 
Bourdieu, P., and Passeron, J. (1977). ‘Reproduction in education, society, culture’, Beverly 
Hills, CA: Sage. 
 
Bowl, M. (2001) ‘Experiencing the Barriers: Non-traditional student’s entering higher 
education’ Research Papers in Education 16(2) pp141-160 [Taylor Francis online] 
DOI: 10.1080/02671520110037410 (Accessed 11-11-18)  
 
Bowlby J (1999) [1969].’ Attachment. Attachment and Loss’ (vol. 1) (2nd ed.). New York: 
Basic Books. 
Brehoney, K and Deem, R (2005) ‘Challenging the post-Fordist/flexible organisation thesis: 
the case of reformed organisations,’ British Journal of Sociology of Education, 26(3) 395-
417. [Taylor Francis online] 
doi/abs/10.1080/01425690500128924  (Accessed 13-8-20) 
 
Brown, J., D’Emido-Caston, M. and Beard, B. (2001) ‘Resilience Education’ , London: Corwin 
Press, Sage Publications. 
 
Brown, R. and Carasso, H. (2013) ‘Everything for Sale? The marketisation of UK Higher 
Education’ The Society for Research into Higher Education, London: Routledge. 
 
  

https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10871/15098/academic_leadership_v1_19312.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y
https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10871/15098/academic_leadership_v1_19312.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1363908980110204
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED481448
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671520110037410
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01425690500128924


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

218 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

The Browne Report (2010) ‘Securing a Sustainable Future for Higher Education: An 
Independent Review of Higher Education Funding and Student Finance’ [online] 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment
data/file/422565/bis-10-1208-securing-sustainable-higher-education-browne-report.pdf 
(Accessed 11-11-18) 
 
Burd, E. and Hodgson, B.  (2006) ‘Attendance and Attainment: a five-year study’, 
Innovation in Teaching and Learning in Information and Computer Sciences, 5:2 
[Taylor Francis online] DOI: 10.11120/ital.2006.05020004 (Accessed 21-11-18) 
 
Burdon, K. (2002) ‘Learning from the bottom up – the contribution of school-based practice 
and research in the effective use of interactive whiteboards for the FE/HE sector’  
[ResearchGate online] (Accessed 10-11-18) 
 
Burke, P. (2012) ‘The Right to Higher Education: Beyond Widening Participation’, Abingdon: 
Routledge. 
 
Bernstein, B. (1970). ‘Education cannot compensate for society’. New society (London), vol. 
15, no. 387, p. 344–47. 
 
Business Review Minutes (MIS, 2014) for HE Faculty B in Northsall, June 2014. 
 
Burton, N, Brundrett, M. and Jones, M. (2008) ‘Doing Your Education Research Project’, 
Sage. London. 
 
Bynner, J. (2016) ‘Whatever happened to lifelong learning?’ And does it matter?’ Journal of 
the British Academy, 5, 61–89. DOI https://doi.org/10.5871/jba/005.061 Posted 21 March 
2017. © The British Academy 2017 [online] 
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/1039/03_Bynner_1836.pdf 
 (Accessed 15-11-18)  
 
Cahill, C. (2007) ‘Doing research with young people: participatory research and the rituals 
of collective work’ Children’s Geographies, 5(3) 297-312. [online] 
DOI: 10.1080/14733280701445895  (Accessed 4-9-20) 
 
Callender, C. (1999) ‘The Hardship of Learning: Students’ Income and Expenditure and their 
Impact on Participation in Further Education’ (Coventry, Further Education Funding 
Council) [online] 
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/15087/1/The%20hardship%20of%20learning.pdf 
(Accessed 13-6-19) 
 
Callender, C. and Jackson, J. (2008) ‘Does the fear of debt constrain choice of university and 
subject of study?’ Studies in Higher Education, 33:4,405-429. [Taylor Francis online] 
doi/abs/10.1080/03075070802211802  (Accessed 27-5-19) 
 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachmentdata/file/422565/bis-10-1208-securing-sustainable-higher-education-browne-report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachmentdata/file/422565/bis-10-1208-securing-sustainable-higher-education-browne-report.pdf
https://doi.org/10.11120/ital.2006.05020004
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/1039/03_Bynner_1836.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733280701445895
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/15087/1/The%20hardship%20of%20learning.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03075070802211802


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

219 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Callender, C. and Dougherty, K. (2018) ‘Student Choice in higher Education – Reducing or 
Reproducing Social Inequalities?’  Journal of Social Sciences, Vol. 7, Issue 10. [online] 
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-0760/7/10/189/htm  (Accessed 1-12-20) 
 
Canavan, J. (2007) ‘Resilience: cautiously Welcoming a Contested Concept’ Childcare in 
Practice Vol. 14, issue 1: Building Resilience in Children, families and Communities. [Taylor 
Francis online]  
doi/full/10.1080/13575270701733633  (Accessed 10-10-19) 
 
Carney, S. (2016) ‘Revisiting insider–outsider research in comparative and international 
education’, Comparative Education, 52:4, 557-559. [Taylor Francis online] 
doi/full/10.1080/03050068.2016.1208497  (Accessed 3-7-20) 
 
Centre for Economic and Social Inclusion, (2015) ‘Achievement and Retention in Post 16 
Education: a report for the local Government Association’. [online] 
https://feweek.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Achievement-and-retention-in-post-
16-education-February-2015.pdf  (Accessed 03.07.18) 
 
Charmaz, K. (2006) ‘Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical guide through Qualitative 
Analysis’ London: Sage. 
 
Chess, S and Thomas, A. (1984) ‘Origins and Evolution of Behaviour Disorders’, New York: 
Brunner Mazel. 
 
Christiansen, A. and Bell, A. (2010) ‘Peer learning partnerships: exploring the experience of 
pre-registration nursing students’ Journal of Clinical Nursing, Vol. 19 Issue 5-6 pages 803-
810. [Wiley online] doi/full/10.1111/j.1365-2702.2009. 02981.x 
(Accessed 24-5-19) 
 
Christensen, J. (2016)’ A Critical reflection of Bronfenbrenner’s Development Ecology 
Model’ Malmo University Publishing [online] 
https://muep.mau.se/handle/2043/20622  (Accessed 26-6-20) 
 
Christie, F. (2015) ‘Careers guidance and social mobility in UK higher education: practitioner 
perspectives’, British Journal of Guidance & Counselling, 44:1, 72-85, [online] 
DOI: 10.1080/03069885.2015.1017551 (Accessed 3-12-20) 
 
Clegg, S. (2008). ‘Academic identities under threat?’. British Educational Research Journal, 
34(3): 329–45. [Taylor & Francis Online], [Web of Science ®] 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411920701532269  (Accessed 5-9-20) 
 
Clewes, D. (2003) ‘A Student-centred Conceptual Model of Service Quality in Higher 
Education, Quality in Higher Education’, 9:1, 69-85 [Taylor Francis online] 
doi/pdf/10.1080/13538320308163  (Accessed 27-5-19) 
 
Clough, P. (2002) ‘Narratives and Fictions in Educational Research’, Buckingham: Open 
University. 

https://www.mdpi.com/2076-0760/7/10/189/htm
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13575270701733633
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03050068.2016.1208497
https://feweek.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Achievement-and-retention-in-post-16-education-February-2015.pdf
https://feweek.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Achievement-and-retention-in-post-16-education-February-2015.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1365-2702.2009.02981.x
https://muep.mau.se/handle/2043/20622
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069885.2015.1017551
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411920701532269
https://srhe.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/13538320308163?needAccess=true


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

220 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

 
Cohen, L. Manion, L. and Morrison, K. (2011) ‘Research Methods in Education’, Abingdon: 
Routledge.  
 
Colby, J. (2004) ’Attendance and Attainment’, 5th ICS-LTSN. Annual Conference, 31st-2nd 
September, University of Ulster (2004). [online] 
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.184.4527&rep=rep1&type=pdf 
(Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Collab Group (2020) The Collab Group website (Formally the 157 group) [online] 
https://www.collabgroup.co.uk/members  (Accessed 2-7-20) 
 
The College Contribution Report (MIS data, 2013) for Northsall College where the research 
is based, October 2013. 
 
The College Strategic Plan (2013-14) For Northsall College, available online.  
 
Cornelius-White, J. (2007) ‘Learner-Centred Teacher-Student Relationships Are Effective: A 
Meta-Analysis’ Review of Educational research, sage Journals, Volume: 77 issue: 1, page(s): 
113-143. Issue published: March 1, 2007. [online] 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/003465430298563 
(Accessed 20-11-18)  
Cornell-Smith, A. and Hubble, S. (2018) ‘Widening Participation strategy in higher 
education in England’, House of Commons Briefing paper, Number 8204. [online] 
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/30990/1/CBP-8204_Redacted.pdf 
(Accessed 11-11-18) 
 
David, M., (2009), ‘Improving Learning by Widening Participation in Higher Education’. 
London: Routledge. 
 
Davies, P. (1999) ‘Student retention in Further Education: a problem of quality or of student 
finance?’ FEDA. [online] 
http://www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/documents/00001257.htm  (Accessed 11-11-18) 
 
Davies, P. (2000) ‘Student Retention in Further Education: a problem of quality or of student 
finance?’ (London, Further Education Development Agency) [online] 
https://www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/documents/00001257.htm (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Davies, R. and Elias, P. (2003), ‘Dropping Out: A study of early leavers from Higher 
education’. DfES Research Brief 386, December. [online] 
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/ier/publications/2002/davies_and_elias_2002_rr386.pdf 
(Accessed 12-1-19) 
 
The Dearing Report (1997) ‘Higher Education in the learning society’, Her Majesty's 
Stationery Office 1997, London: on the Education in England Website. [online]  
http://www.educationengland.org.uk/documents/dearing1997/dearing1997.html  
(Accessed 28-6-18)  

http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.184.4527&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://www.collabgroup.co.uk/members
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/003465430298563
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/30990/1/CBP-8204_Redacted.pdf
http://www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/documents/00001257.htm
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/ier/publications/2002/davies_and_elias_2002_rr386.pdf
http://www.educationengland.org.uk/documents/dearing1997/dearing1997.html


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

221 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Deem, R. (2011)’ New managerialism' and higher education: The management of 
performances and cultures in universities in the United Kingdom’ International Studies in 
Sociology of Education, 8:1, 47-70. [Taylor Francis online] 
DOI: 10.1080/0962021980020014 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Dhillon, J., McGowan, M., Wang, H. (2008) ‘How effective are institutional and 
departmental systems of student support? Insights from an investigation into the support 
available to students at one English University’ Journal of research in post compulsory 
education Vol. 13, Issue 3, [Taylor Francis online]: DOI: 10.1080/13596740802346472 
(Accessed 13-10-19) 
 
Dennis, C. (2016) ‘Further Education Colleges and Leadership: Checking the ethical pulse’. 
London Review of education Vol.14, Number 1, April 2016 [online] 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1160072.pdf (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Denscombe, M. (2010) ‘The Good Research Guide: For small-scale social research projects’, 
4th edition, Maidenhead, McGraw-Hill Education. Department for Education and Skills  
 
Department for Education and Skills (DfES) (2003) ‘The Future of Higher Education’. 
[online] 
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20040117001945/http://www.dfes.gov.uk/hig
hereducation/hestrategy/foreword.shtml  (Accessed 10-6-19) 
 
Department for Education and Skills (DfES). (2006). ‘Further education: Raising skills, 
improving life chances’, Norwich, UK: The Stationery Office. Cm. 6768. [online] 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment
_data/file/272259/6768.pdf 
(Accessed 13-11-18) 
 
Department for Education (DfE) (2019) ‘Participation rates in Higher Education: Academic 
years 2006/2007 – 2017/2018’ [online] 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment
_data/file/843542/Publication_HEIPR1718.pdf (Accessed 18-1-21) 
 
Derrick, J., Howard, U., Field, J., Lavender, P., Meyer, S., Ekkenhard, N. and Schuller, T. (Eds) 
(2010) ‘Remaking Adult learning’ The Institute of Education, University of London, London. 
[online] https://www.ucl-ioe-press.com/books/higher-education-and-lifelong-
learning/remaking-adult-learning/ (Accessed 5-9-20) 
 
Domina, T., Conley, A. and Farkas, G. (2011) ‘The Link between Educational Expectations 
and Effort in the College-for-all era’ Sociology of Education, Vol. 84, Issue 2, March 2011, 
Sage Publishing. [online] 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1941406411401808  (Accessed 3-9-20) 
 
Donnelly, M. and Evans, C. (2019) ‘‘home-international’ comparative analysis of widening 
participation in UK higher education’. High Educ 77, 97–114 (2019). [online] 
doi.org/10.1007/s10734-018-0260-3 (Accessed 5-9-20)  

https://doi.org/10.1080/0962021980020014
https://doi.org/10.1080/13596740802346472
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20040117001945/http:/www.dfes.gov.uk/highereducation/hestrategy/foreword.shtml
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20040117001945/http:/www.dfes.gov.uk/highereducation/hestrategy/foreword.shtml
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/272259/6768.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/272259/6768.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/843542/Publication_HEIPR1718.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/843542/Publication_HEIPR1718.pdf
https://www.ucl-ioe-press.com/books/higher-education-and-lifelong-learning/remaking-adult-learning/
https://www.ucl-ioe-press.com/books/higher-education-and-lifelong-learning/remaking-adult-learning/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1941406411401808


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

222 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Douglas J, Douglas, A, McClelland, R and Davies, J. (2015) ‘Understanding student 
satisfaction and dissatisfaction: an interpretive study in the UK higher education 
context’, Studies in Higher Education, 40:2, 329-349. Carbonale, IL. [Taylor Francis online] 
DOI: 10.1080/03075079.2013.842217  (Accessed 15-6-20) 
 
Drever, E. (1995) ‘Using Semi-Structured Interviews in Small-Scale Research’, Edinburgh: 
SCRE. 
 
Dwyer, S. and Buckle, J. (2009) ‘The Space Between: On Being and Insider-Outsider in 
Qualitative Research’ International Journal of Qualitative Methods. 8(1) [online]: 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/160940690900800105  
(Accessed 12-10-20) 
 
Edmond, N., and Price, M. (2009) ’Workforce re-modelling and pastoral care in schools: a 
diversification of roles or a de-professionalisation of functions?’ pastoral care in education, 
An international journal of personal, Social and Emotional Development Vol, 27-issue 4; A 
New workforce, New Agenda pages 301-311. [Taylor Francis online] 
doi/abs/10.1080/02643940903349336  (Accessed 25-9-19) 
 
Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA) (2017) ‘ESFA funding rules for further education 
provision’. [online] 
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/sfa-funding-rules  (Accessed 20-9-19) 
 
Eisenburg, D. and Hunt, J. (2009) ‘Mental Health Problems and Help-Seeking Behaviour 
Among College Students’ Journal of Adolescent behaviour, Vol. 46, Issue 1, January 2010 
pages 3-10. [online] 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1054139X09003401 
(Accessed 29-11-18)  
 
Eisenberg, D., Golberstein, E. & Hunt, J. (2009). ‘Mental Health and Academic Success in 
College’. The B.E. Journal of Economic Analysis and Policy, 9(1), pp. -. Retrieved 29 Nov. 
2018. [online] 
https://www.degruyter.com/view/j/bejeap.2009.9.1/bejeap.2009.9.1.2191/bejeap.2009.9.
1.2191.xml?intcmp=trendmd (Accessed 29-11-18) 
 
Eisner, R. and Van der Plight, J. (1988). ‘Attitudes and decisions’ London: Routledge. 
 
El-Dib, B. (2007) ‘Levels of reflection in action research. An overview and an assessment 
tool ‘teacher and Teacher education, Vol. 23, issue 1, Jan 2007 p24-35. [online] 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ746435 (Accessed 24-6-20) 
 
Elias, P. and Purcell, K. (2004) ‘‘Is Mass Higher Education Working? Evidence from the 
Labour Market Experiences of Recent Graduates’’, National Institute Economic Review 190: 
60–74. [online] 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/002795010419000107 
(Accessed 24-2-19) 
 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2013.842217
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/160940690900800105
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02643940903349336
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/sfa-funding-rules
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1054139X09003401
https://www.degruyter.com/view/j/bejeap.2009.9.1/bejeap.2009.9.1.2191/bejeap.2009.9.1.2191.xml?intcmp=trendmd
https://www.degruyter.com/view/j/bejeap.2009.9.1/bejeap.2009.9.1.2191/bejeap.2009.9.1.2191.xml?intcmp=trendmd
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ746435
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/002795010419000107


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

223 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

The English Indices of Deprivation (2019) Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local 
Government, Statistical release, 26 Nov. 2019. [online] 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment
_data/file/835115/IoD2019_Statistical_Release.pdf 
(Accessed 8-10-19) 
 
Esquivel, G., Doll, B, Oades-Sese, G. (2011) ‘Introduction to the Special Issue: Resilience in 
Schools, Psychology in the Schools’, Wiley Online Library Vol. 28, Issue 2 Aug 2011. [online] 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/pits.20585  (Accessed 22-6-20)  
 
ETFoundation (Education and Training Foundation) (2019) ‘So what is the FE sector? A 
guide to the further education system in England’ [online] 
https://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf2928  (Accessed 2-7-20) 
 
Evans, D. (2015)’ Why adult education may be extinct by 2020 Provision will be wiped out if 
cuts continue at same rate, experts say’ Times Educational Supplement 27 March 2015. 
[online] 
https://www.tes.com/news/why-adult-education-may-be-extinct-2020 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Fazackerley, A. (2017) ‘Part Time student numbers collapse by 56% in five years’ in ‘The 
Guardian, 2nd May 2017. [online] 
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/may/02/part-time-student-numbers-
collapse-universities 
(Accessed 20-2-19) 
 
Feather, D. (2010) ‘A whisper of academic identity: an Higher Education in Further 
Education perspective’ Research in Post-Compulsory Education’ [Taylor Francis online] 
DOI: 10.1080/13596741003790740  (Accessed 28-6-18) 
 
Fendler, L. (2006) ‘Generalisability is not Generalisable’ Journal of Philosophy of Education, 
[Wiley online] https:///doi/full/10.1111/j.1467-9752.2006.00520.x   
(Accessed 2-7-20) 
 
Fitzpatrick, B. (2019) ‘Validity in qualitative health educational research’ Currents in 
pharmacy and learning, Vol. 11, issue 2, Feb 2019, pages 211-217. [online] 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1877129717302873   
(Accessed 8-7-20) 
 
Florez, I. (2011) ‘Developing Young Children’s Self-Regulation through Everyday 
Experiences’ [online] https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ959717 (Accessed 19-3-17) 
 
Ford, N., Thackeray, C., Barnes, P., and Hendrick, K. (2015) ‘Peer learning leaders: 
developing employability through facilitating the learning of other students’ [in special 
issue: Academic Peer Learning] Journal of Learning Development in Higher 
Education, 2015, pp. 1-23. [online] 
https://journal.aldinhe.ac.uk/index.php/jldhe/article/view/373 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/835115/IoD2019_Statistical_Release.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/835115/IoD2019_Statistical_Release.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/pits.20585
https://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf2928
https://www.tes.com/news/why-adult-education-may-be-extinct-2020
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/may/02/part-time-student-numbers-collapse-universities
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/may/02/part-time-student-numbers-collapse-universities
https://doi.org/10.1080/13596741003790740
https://doi/full/10.1111/j.1467-9752.2006.00520.x
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1877129717302873


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

224 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Forsythe, P. and Adams, C. (2004) ‘Cultural Capital in Education: Taking Stock of Concept 
and Measure’ Chapter 9 in ‘Educational Administration, Policy and Reform: research and 
Measurement’ Ed by Hoy, W. and Miskel, C. Connecticut, USA: Information age Publishing.  
 
The Foster Report (2005)’ Realising the Potential: A review of the role of further education 
colleges’ Crown copyright. [online]   
http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/5535/1/realising06.pdf  (Accessed 20-11-18)  
 
Fowler, C., Charak, R., Elhai, J., Allen, J., Frueh, C. and Oldham, C. (2014) ‘Construct validity 
and factor structure of the difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale among adults with 
severe mental illness’, Journal of Psychiatric Research 58 (2014) 175e180. [online] 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25171941/ (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Fullan, M. (2002) ‘The Change’ Educational leadership; Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development, EBSCO Publishing. [online] https://michaelfullan.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2016/06/13396052090.pdf (Accessed 7-10-19) 
 
Further Education Funding Unit (1993)’ Managing Learning: A Summary Bulletin’, London, 
FEU. 
 
Gale, K. (2003). “Creative pedagogies of resistance in post compulsory teacher education”. 
In Discourse, power and resistance, Edited by: Satterwaite, J., Atkinson, E. and Gale, K. 
London: Trentham Books. 
 
Garrett, P. (2015) ‘Questioning Tales of ‘Ordinary Magic’: ‘Resilience’ and Neo-Liberal 
Reasoning’ The British Journal of Social Work, Volume 46, Issue 7. [online] 
https://academic.oup.com/bjsw/article/46/7/1909/2770713  (Accessed 26-6-19) 
 
Gayle, V., Berridge, D. and Davies, R. (2002) ’Young People's Entry into Higher Education: 
Quantifying influential factors’, Oxford Review of Education, 28:1, 5-20. [online] 
https://www.research.ed.ac.uk/portal/files/15315966/Young_People_s_Entry_into_Higher
_Education.pdf (Accessed 1-6-19) 
 
George, V. and Miller, S. (2013) ‘Social Policy towards 2000: Squaring the welfare circle’ 
Oxon: Routledge.  
 
Gilborn, D. and Mirza, H. (2000) ‘Educational Inequality: Mapping Race, Class and gender: 
A Synthesis of research evidence’ Ofsted, London, Crown Copyright, 2000. [online] 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/319490152_EDUCATIONAL_INEQUALITY_MAP
PING_RACE_CLASS_AND_GENDER_-_A_synthesis_of_research_evidence (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Gill, K. (2016) ‘Enhancing student retention and engagement within further education “why 
students would leave?”’ International education and Research journal, Volume 2, Issue 6. 
(p86-89) [online] 
https://pureportal.coventry.ac.uk/en/publications/enhancing-student-retention-and-
engagement-within-further-educati  (Accessed 26-6-18) 
 

http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/5535/1/realising06.pdf
https://michaelfullan.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/13396052090.pdf
https://michaelfullan.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/13396052090.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/bjsw/article/46/7/1909/2770713
https://www.research.ed.ac.uk/portal/files/15315966/Young_People_s_Entry_into_Higher_Education.pdf
https://www.research.ed.ac.uk/portal/files/15315966/Young_People_s_Entry_into_Higher_Education.pdf
https://pureportal.coventry.ac.uk/en/publications/enhancing-student-retention-and-engagement-within-further-educati
https://pureportal.coventry.ac.uk/en/publications/enhancing-student-retention-and-engagement-within-further-educati


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

225 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Gillham, J., Abenavoli, R., Brunwasser, S., Linkins, M., Reivich, K., and Seligman, M.  (2013) 
’Resilience Education’ , Oxford Handbook of Happiness, [online] 
DOI:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199557257.013.004 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Gillman, B. (2000). ‘The research interview’, London: Continuum. 
Glassman, M. (2001). ‘Dewey and Vygotsky: Society, Experience, and Inquiry in Educational 
Practice’. Educational Researcher, 30(4), 3–14.  [online] 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0013189X030004003#articleCitationDownl
oadContainer (Accessed 13-1-19) 
 
Gleeson, D.  and Shain, F. (1999) ‘Under new management: changing conceptions of 
teacher professionalism and policy in the further education sector’, Journal of Education 
Policy, 14:4, 445-462, [Taylor Francis online]  DOI: 10.1080/026809399286288 (Accessed 
5-9-20)  
 
Gleeson, D. (2005). ‘Learning for a change in further education’. Journal of Vocational 
Education and Training, 57(2): 239–46., [Taylor & Francis Online] 
https:// doi/abs/10.1080/13636820500200285  (Accessed 15-10-19) 
 
Gleeson, D, Davies, J., Wheeler, E. (2007), ‘On the making and taking of professionalism in 
the further education workplace’ British Journal of Sociology of Education, Vol. 26:4, 445-
460, 2005 – Issue 4 [Taylor Francis online] https://doi.org/10.1080/01425690500199818 
(Accessed 5-9-20) 
 
Glogowska, M., Young, P. and Lockyer, L. (2007) ‘Should I go, or should I stay? 
A study of factors influencing students' decisions on early leaving’ Active Learning in Higher 
Education. [Sage online] 
doi/abs/10.1177/1469787407074115 (Accessed 15-11-18)  
 
Glover, D., Law, S. and Youngman, A. (2002) ‘Graduateness and Employability: student 
perceptions of the personal outcomes of university education’ Research in Post-Compulsory 
Education, 7:3, 293-306. [Taylor Francis online]  DOI: 10.1080/13596740200200132 
(Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Gomm et al (2000) in Research Methods in Education (2001), Milton Keynes, The Open 
University 
 
Gorard, S. (2010) ‘Education can Compensate for Society – a Bit’ British Journal of 
Educational Studies, 58:1 47-65 Routledge Taylor and Francis Group [online]  DOI 
10.1080/0007100903516411 (Accessed 9-12-20) 
 
Gorard, S. (2007) ‘Who is missing from higher education? Cambridge Journal of 
Education’, 38:3, 421-437. [Taylor Francis online]  
 doi/abs/10.1080/03057640802286863 (Accessed 11-11-18)  
 
Gorard, S. and Rees, G. (2002). ‘Creating a learning society? Learning careers and their 
relevance for policies of lifelong learning’, Bristol: Polity Press 

http://www.oxfordhandbooks.com.libezproxy.open.ac.uk/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199557257.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199557257
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0013189X030004003#articleCitationDownloadContainer
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0013189X030004003#articleCitationDownloadContainer
https://doi.org/10.1080/026809399286288
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13636820500200285
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425690500199818
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1469787407074115
https://doi.org/10.1080/13596740200200132


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

226 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Gorard, S. and Smith, E., (2006) ‘Review of widening participation research: addressing the 
barriers to participation in higher education research’, A report to HEFCE by the University 
of York, Advance HE, Formally: Higher Education Academy and Institute of Access Studies. 
[online] https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/6204/1/barriers.pdf (Accessed 18-2-19) 
 
Goree. C.T. and Marszalek, J. F. (1995). Electronic surveys: ‘Ethical issues for researchers. 
Journal of College Student Affairs. 15: 75–79. [online] https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ515787 
(Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
The Government’s Green Paper on mental health: failing a generation HC 642 (2018) First 
Joint Report of the Education and Health and Social Care Committees of Session 2017–19 
Third Report of the Education Committee of Session 2017–19 Sixth Report of the Health 
and Social Care Committee of Session 2017–19. [online] 
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmhealth/642/642.pdf 
(Accessed 4-11-18)  
 
GOV.UK (2015, updated 2018) 16-19 Funding: How it works: An Overview of the 16-19 
funding formula. [online] 
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/16-to-19-funding-how-it-works  (Accessed 7-11-18) 
 
Grey, P. (2015) ‘Declining Student Resilience: A Serious Problem for Colleges’ Psychology 
Today. [online] 
http://www.abworldhistory.com/uploads/2/1/4/4/21441658/declining_student_resilience.
pdf (Accessed 27-11-18) 
 
Gu, Q. and Day, C. (2006) ‘Teachers resilience: A necessary condition for effectiveness’. The 
Journal of teaching and Teacher Education 23 1302-1316. [online] 
https://moodle.eduhk.hk/pluginfile.php/379346/mod_resource/content/2/Gu%20%20Day
%20(2007).pdf (Accessed 5-9-20)   
 
Gunn, A. (2017) ‘Metrics and methodologies for measuring teaching quality in higher 
education: developing the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF)’, Educational 
Review, 70:2, 129-148. [Taylor Francis online] 
doi/full/10.1080/00131911.2017.1410106  (Accessed 1-6-19) 
 
Hall, V. (2017) ‘A tale of two narratives: student voice—what lies before us?’, Oxford 
Review of Education, 43:2, 180-193. [Taylor Francis online]  
doi/full/10.1080/03054985.2016.1264379  (Accessed 23-6-20) 
 
Hammersley, M. (1993) ‘On the Teacher as Researcher: Educational Action Research’ 1:3, 
425-445. [Taylor Francis online] 
https://doi/pdf/10.1080/0965079930010308 (Accessed 6-10-19) 
 
Hammersley, M. (2007) Study Guide, master’s in education, Abingdon: The Open University 
Press.  
  

https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/6204/1/barriers.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmhealth/642/642.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/16-to-19-funding-how-it-works
http://www.abworldhistory.com/uploads/2/1/4/4/21441658/declining_student_resilience.pdf
http://www.abworldhistory.com/uploads/2/1/4/4/21441658/declining_student_resilience.pdf
https://doi/full/10.1080/00131911.2017.1410106
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03054985.2016.1264379
https://doi/pdf/10.1080/0965079930010308


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

227 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Hammersley, M., Gomm, R. and Woods, P. (2001)’ Research Methods in Education’, 
Abingdon: The Open University Press. 
 
Hammond, J and Gibbons, P. (2005) ‘What is Scaffolding?’ in ‘Teachers’ Voices Vol. 8: 
Explicitly supporting reading and writing in the classroom’ Ed by Anne Burns and Helen de 
Silva Joyce, Published by the National Centre for English Language Teaching and Research 
Macquarie University Sydney, Australia. [online] 
http://www.ameprc.mq.edu.au/docs/research_reports/teachers_voices/Teachers_voices_
8.pdf#page=15  (Accessed 1-6-19) 
 

Hargreaves, D (1996) ‘Teaching as a research-based profession: possibilities and prospects’, 
taken from the teacher training annual lecture, London, in Educational Research and 
Evidence- Based Practice Edited by Martyn Hammersley. USA: Sage Publications Ltd. 

Harter, J. and Szurminski, M. (2001). “P.A.S.S Program (Project assuring student success)”. 
Retrieved June 26, 2006. [online] 
http://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICDocs/data/er4icdocs2sql/content_storage_01/0000019b/80/
17/1a/19.pdf  (Accessed 13-11-18) 
 
Harvey, L. (2009) ‘Review of research literature focussed on foundation degrees’ 
Foundation degree forward. [online] https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/Review-
of-research-literature-focussed-on-foundation-degrees.pdf (Accessed 23-9-19) 

Hawley, T. and Harris, T.  (2005) ‘Student Characteristics Related to Persistence for First-
Year Community College’ Students Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory 
& Practice, Vol 7, Issue 1, pp. 117 – 142 First Published May 1, 2005. [online] 
https://doi.org/10.2190%2FE99D-V4NT-71VF-83DC (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Hedberg, N. and Tone, E. (2014) ‘Physical activity and stress resilience: Considering those 
at-risk for developing mental health problems’ Elsevier, Copyright Clearance Centre. 
[online] 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1755296614000490  
(Accessed 14-7-18) 
 
Higher Education Funding Council for England HEFCE (2000) ‘Foundation Degree 
Prospectus’. (London, HEFCE) [online] http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/id/eprint/11531  
(Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) (2003) ‘Performance indicators in 
higher education’ 2000/1 and 2001/0’ HEFCE Publication 2003/59 [online] 
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/news/30-09-2004/performance-indicators-published  
(Accessed 27-10-20) 
 
Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) (2017) ‘The Wellbeing of graduates: 
Assessing the contribution of higher education to graduates’ wellbeing in the UK’ [online] 
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/media/HEFCE,2014/Content/Pubs/2017/201731/HEFCE2017_31.
pdf (Accessed 15-6-18) 
 

http://www.ameprc.mq.edu.au/docs/research_reports/teachers_voices/Teachers_voices_8.pdf#page=15
http://www.ameprc.mq.edu.au/docs/research_reports/teachers_voices/Teachers_voices_8.pdf#page=15
http://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICDocs/data/er4icdocs2sql/content_storage_01/0000019b/80/17/1a/19.pdf
http://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICDocs/data/er4icdocs2sql/content_storage_01/0000019b/80/17/1a/19.pdf
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/Review-of-research-literature-focussed-on-foundation-degrees.pdf
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/Review-of-research-literature-focussed-on-foundation-degrees.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1755296614000490
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/news/30-09-2004/performance-indicators-published
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/media/HEFCE,2014/Content/Pubs/2017/201731/HEFCE2017_31.pdf
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/media/HEFCE,2014/Content/Pubs/2017/201731/HEFCE2017_31.pdf


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

228 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Hellawell, D. (2006) ‘Inside out: analysis of the insider outsider concept as a heuristic device 
to develop reflexivity in students doing qualitative research’, University of Central England 
in Birmingham, UK. [Taylor Francis online] DOI: 10.1080/13562510600874292 (Accessed 5-
9-20)  
 
HESA (Higher Education Student Statistics) (2014-15, 2018, 2020) Non-Continuation: UK 
Performance Indicators. [online] https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-
analysis/students/whos-in-he (Accessed 20-2-19)  
 
Hill, M. and Irving, Z. (2009) ‘Understanding Social Policy’ 8th Edition, Wiley-Blackwell, USA 
Hill, M., Hudson, A., Jones, P., Renton, R., Saunders, D. and Storan, J. (Eds) (2013) 
‘Widening access to higher education in divided communities’. London: Forum for Access 
and Continuing Education. [online]  https://repository.uel.ac.uk/item/85wq7   
(Accessed 18-6-20) 
 
Hodgson, A, (ed.) (2015), ‘The coming of age for FE?’ reflections on the past and future role 
of further education colleges in England’, London: Institute of Education Press.  
 
Hodkinson, P. and Sparkes, A. (1993). ‘Young people's career choices and careers guidance 
action planning: a case-study of training credits in action’. British Journal of Guidance and 
Counselling, 21, 246-261. [Taylor Francis online] 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069889308258681 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Hollander, J. (2004) ‘The Social Contexts of Focus groups’, Journal of Contemporary 
Ethnography, Vol. 33 No. 5. [Wiley online] 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0891241604266988 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Holmes, T. and Rahe, R. (1967) ‘The Social Readjustment Rating Scale’ American 
Psychological Association. [online] 
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1968-03998-001  (Accessed 13-10-19) 
 
Holschuh, J. and LeCroy, C. (2012) ‘First Person Accounts of Mental Illness and Recovery’, 
John Wiley and Sons, Incorporated. [online] https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2012-25947-
000 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Hubble, S., Bolton, P. and Foster, D. (2019) ‘The forthcoming review of post-18 education 
and funding’ House of Commons Briefing Paper, Number 8490, 21 February 2019. [online] 
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-8490 
(Accessed 27-5-19) 
 
Ikiz, F. E., and Cakar, F. S. (2010).’ Perceived social support and self-esteem in adolescence.’ 
Procedia, Social and Behavioural Sciences, 5, 2338–2342. [online] http://doi.org/bm6gbf  
(Accessed 1-3-17) 
 
Illeris, K. (2017) ‘How We learn: learning and non- learning in school and beyond’ Second 
edition, Abingdon: Routledge.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/13562510600874292
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/whos-in-he
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/whos-in-he
https://repository.uel.ac.uk/item/85wq7
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1968-03998-001
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-8490
http://doi.org/bm6gbf


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

229 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Jefferson, T. (1776) ‘The Papers of Thomas Jefferson Volume 1: 1760-1766’ Edited by J. 
Boyd, USA, Princeton University Press, 2018. 
 
Jephcote, M. and Raby, R. (2012) ‘A comparative view of Colleges of Further Education (UK) 
and Community Colleges (US): maintaining access in an era of financial 
constraint’, Research in Post-Compulsory Education, 17:3, 349-366. [Taylor Francis online] 
DOI: 10.1080/13596748.2012.700177 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Jephcote, M., Salisbury, J. and Rees, G. (2008). ‘Being an FE teacher in changing times’ 
Research in Post‐Compulsory Education, 13(2). [Taylor Francis online] 
doi.org/10.1080/13596740802141287 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Jones, S. (1985). ‘Depth Interviewing’. In: Walker, R. (ed) (1985). Applied Qualitative 
Research, Aldershot: Gower. 
 
Kahu, E. (2013) ‘Framing student engagement in higher education’ Studies in Higher 
Education, 2013, Vol. 38, No. 5, 758-773. [Taylor Francis online] 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/03075079.2011.598505?needAccess=true 
(Accessed 27-4-19) 
 
Kandiko, B. and Mawer, M. (2013). ‘Student Expectations and Perceptions of Higher 
Education’. London: King’s Learning Institute. [online] 
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/study/learningteaching/kli/People/Research/DL/QAAReport.pdf 
(Accessed 20-11-18)  
 
Kayrouz, R., Dear, B., Karin, E., Titov, N. (2014) ‘Facebook as an effective recruitment 
strategy for mental health research of hard to reach populations’ Internet Interventions. 
[online] http://www.invent-journal.com/article/S2214-7829(16)00002-6 
(Accessed 14-4-17)  
 
Keep, E (2014) “The Role of Higher Education within Broader Skills Policies, a Comparison 
of Emerging Scottish and English Approaches”, Higher Education Quarterly. 68(3) 249-266. 
[online] DOI: http://doi.org/10.1111/hequ.12050 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Kennedy, H. (1997) ‘Learning Works: Widening Participation in Further Education’ FEFC 
[online] https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/15073/2/Learning%20works%20-
%20widening%20participation%20in%20further%20education%20(Kennedy%20report).pd
f (Accessed 3-9-20) 
 
Kidd, J. and Wardman, M.  (1999) ‘Post- 16 course choice: a challenge for guidance’ British 
Journal of Guidance & Counselling, Vol. 27, No. 2, 1999. [Taylor Francis online] 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03069889908256269 
(Accessed 18-12-18) 
 
  

https://doi.org/10.1080/13596748.2012.700177
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/03075079.2011.598505?needAccess=true
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/study/learningteaching/kli/People/Research/DL/QAAReport.pdf
http://www.invent-journal.com/article/S2214-7829(16)00002-6
http://doi.org/10.1111/hequ.12050
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/15073/2/Learning%20works%20-%20widening%20participation%20in%20further%20education%20(Kennedy%20report).pdf
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/15073/2/Learning%20works%20-%20widening%20participation%20in%20further%20education%20(Kennedy%20report).pdf
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/15073/2/Learning%20works%20-%20widening%20participation%20in%20further%20education%20(Kennedy%20report).pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03069889908256269


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

230 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Kitzrow, M. (2003) ‘The Mental Health Needs of Today's College Students: Challenges and 
Recommendations’, NASPA Journal, 41:1, 167-181. [Taylor Francis online] 
https://naspa.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.2202/1949-6605.1310#.XAAA6mj7SUl 
(Accessed 29-11-18)  
 
Kleinfield, J. (2009) ‘The state of American Boyhood’ Gender issues (2009) 26: 113-129. 
[online] Springer Science and Media. 
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.536.6220&rep=rep1&type=pdf
(Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Knowles, M. (1980) ‘The Modern Practice of Adult Education. Andragogy versus pedagogy’, 
Englewood Cliffs. Cambridge: Prentice Hall. 
 
Koumachi, B. (2019). ‘The Digital Turn in Higher Education: “Digital Natives” Myth 
busted’. International Journal of Technology in Education and Science, 3(1), 56-62. [online] 
https://www.learntechlib.org/p/207268/.   (Accessed 4-8-20) 
 
Korte, M., Japp, K., Wingfield, J. and McEwan, B. (2005) ‘The Darwinian concept of stress : 
benefits of allostasis and costs of allostatic load and the trade-offs in health and disease’ 
Neuroscience and Biobehavioural Reviews, Volume 29, Issue 1, Feb 2005, pages 3-38. 
[online] https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0149763404001484  
(Accessed 8-9-18) 
 
Kossinets, G and Watts, D. (2009) ‘Origins of Homophily in an Evolving Social Network’ 
American Journal of Sociology, Volume 115, Number 2 405-50. The University of Chicago 
Press. [online] 
http://www.uvm.edu/pdodds/files/papers/others/everything/kossinets2009a.pdf 
(Accessed 13-1-19) 
 
Krieshok, T. (1998). ‘An anti-introspectivist view of career decision making’. Career 
Development Quarterly, 46, 210-229. [Wiley online] /doi/abs/10.1002/j.2161-
0045.1998.tb00697.x (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Kubler-Ross, E. (1969) ‘On Death and Dying’ London: Routledge. [online] 
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/9781134954568  (Accessed 20-1-19) 
 
Kuh, G., Kinzie, J. Schuh, J., Whitt, E. and associates (2011) ‘Student Success in College: 
Creating Conditions that Matter’, Washington DC, USA: Jossey-bass, Wiley. 
 
Lea, S., Stephenson, D. and Troy, J. (2003) ‘Higher Education Students' Attitudes to Student-
centred Learning: Beyond 'educational bulimia'?’, Studies in Higher Education, 28:3, 321-
334. [online] 
https://srhe.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03075070309293#.W-1PcOj7SUl 
(Accessed 15-11-18) 
 

https://naspa.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.2202/1949-6605.1310#.XAAA6mj7SUl
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.536.6220&rep=rep1&type=pdf
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.536.6220&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://www.learntechlib.org/p/207268/.%20%20%20(Accessed
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0149763404001484
http://www.uvm.edu/pdodds/files/papers/others/everything/kossinets2009a.pdf
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/9781134954568
https://srhe.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03075070309293#.W-1PcOj7SUl


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

231 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Leathwood, C. and O’Cornell, P. (2003). ‘‘It’s a struggle”: the construction of the ‘new 
student’ in higher education’. Journal of Educational Policy, 18(6), 597-615. [Taylor Francis 
online] https://doi.org/10.1080/0268093032000145863 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Leader, G. (2004) ‘Further education Middle Mangers: their Contribution to the Strategic 
Decision-Making Process’ Journal of educational Management Administration and 
leadership, Vol. 32, Issue 1. [online] 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1741143204039300 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Le Gallais, T. (2008) ‘Wherever I go there I am: reflections on reflexivity and the research 
stance’, Reflective Practice, 9:2, 145-155. [Taylor Francis online]  
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14623940802005475  (Accessed 3-7-20) 
 
Le Grand, J., Popper, C. and Smith, S. (2009) ‘The Economics of Social Problems’ Red Globe 
Press, imprint of Springer nature Limited, London, UK.  
 
Leitch, R. and Day, C. (2000) ‘Action research and reflective practice: towards a holistic 
view’ Research gate. [online] 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/233585684_Action_research_and_reflective_p
ractice_Towards_a_holistic_view  (Accessed 23-6-20) 
 
Lewin, K. (1947) ‘Frontiers in group dynamics: Concept, method and reality in social 
science; equilibrium and social change.’ Human Relations 1(1): 5–41. [online] 
http://lchc.ucsd.edu/MCA/Mail/xmcamail.2013_07.dir/pdfeF83xvxgaM.pdf   
(Accessed 29-8-19) 
 
Lloyd, G. and Griffiths, C. (2008). Research Article.’ A review of the methods of delivering 
HE programmes in an FE college and an evaluation of the impact this will have on learning 
outcomes and student progression’. Journal of Further and Higher Education, 32(1): 15–25. 
[Taylor Francis online] doi.org/10.1080/03098770701765559 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Long, M, Jenkins, G. and Braken, S. (2003) ‘Impostors in the Sacred Grove: Working class 
women in the academe’. In The Qualitative Report: [online] 
https://nsuworks.nova.edu/tqr/vol5/iss3/3/  (Accessed 7-7-20) 
 
Lounsbury, J., Steel, R., Loveland, J., and Gibson, L. (2004). ‘An investigation of personality 
traits in relation to adolescent school absenteeism’. Journal of Youth and Adolescence 
33(5):457–466. [online] 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/B:JOYO.0000037637.20329.97 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Lowe, H. and Cook, A. (2003) ‘Mind the Gap: Are students prepared for higher education?’ 
Journal of Further and Higher Education, Vol.27, No. 1. [Taylor Francis online] 
https:// doi/pdf/10.1080/03098770305629 (Accessed 20-11-18)  
 
Lumby, J. (1996) ‘Curriculum Change in further Education’, Journal of Vocational Education 
and Training, 48:4, 333-348. [Taylor Francis online] 
https:// doi/pdf/10.1080/1363682960480402 (Accessed 18-2-19) 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1741143204039300
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14623940802005475
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/233585684_Action_research_and_reflective_practice_Towards_a_holistic_view
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/233585684_Action_research_and_reflective_practice_Towards_a_holistic_view
http://lchc.ucsd.edu/MCA/Mail/xmcamail.2013_07.dir/pdfeF83xvxgaM.pdf
https://nsuworks.nova.edu/tqr/vol5/iss3/3/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/03098770305629?needAccess=true&instName=University+of+Hull
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/1363682960480402


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

232 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Lumby, J. (2009). ‘Performativity and identity: Mechanisms of exclusion’. Journal of 
Education Policy, 24(3): 353–69. [Taylor & Francis Online] 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02680930802669284 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Lynch, K. (2006) ‘Neo-Liberalism and Marketisation: The Implications for Higher Education’ 
European Educational Research Journal, March 1, 2006, Volume: 5 issue: 1, page(s): 1-17. 
[online] 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.2304/eerj.2006.5.1.1  (Accessed 19-6-20) 
 
MacDonald, C. and Stratta, E. (2001) ‘From Access to Widening Participation: Responses to 
the changing population in Higher Education in the UK’, Journal of 
Further and Higher Education, 25:2, 249-258. [Taylor Francis online] DOI: 
10.1080/03098770120050909 (Accessed 4-5-20) 
 
Mack, L (2010),’ The Philosophical Underpinnings of Educational Research’, Polyglossia 
Volume 19, October 2010. [online] 
https://en.apu.ac.jp/rcaps/uploads/fckeditor/publications/polyglossia/Polyglossia_V19_Lin
dsay.pdf (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Maringe, F. (2006) ‘University and course choice: Implications for positioning, recruitment 
and marketing’, Emerald group publishing. [online] 
doi/abs/10.1108/09513540610683711  (Accessed 6-3-17) 
 
Martinez, P. (2001) ‘Improving Student Retention and Achievement: what do we know and 
what do we need to find out?’ London, Learning and Skills Development Agency. [online] 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED465898 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Martinez, P. and Munday, F. (1998) ‘9,000 Voices: Student Persistence and Drop-out in 
Further Education’. Further Education Development Agency, London (England). [online] 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED427169.pdf (Accessed 18-7-18) 
 
Matrix (2021) Matrix standard for advice and support services [online] 
https://matrixstandard.com/ (Accessed 25-1-21) 
 
McCluckie, B. (2014) ‘Identifying students ‘at risk’ of withdrawal using ROC analysis of 
attendance data’ Journal of Further and Higher Education, 2014 Vol. 38, No. 4, 523–535. 
[Taylor Francis online] https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2012.726970 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
McDonough, P and Fann, A (2007) ‘The study of Inequality’ in P Gumport (ed) Sociology of 
Higher Education, Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press.  
 
McGettigan, A. (2013) ‘The Great University Gamble: Money, Markets and the Future of 
Higher Education’, London: Pluto Press. Journal of Social Policy, 43(3), 671-672. [online] 
doi.org/10.1017/S0047279414000191 (Accessed 18-6-20) 
 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.2304/eerj.2006.5.1.1
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/abs/10.1108/09513540610683711
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED465898
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED427169.pdf
https://matrixstandard.com/


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

233 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

McGivney, V. (1993) ‘Participation and non-participation: a review of the literature ‘in Adult 
Learners, Education and Training, Ed by Edwards, R., Sieminski, S. and Zeldin, D. London 
and New York: Routledge in association with the Open University. 
 
McGivney, V., (1996) ‘Staying or leaving the course, Non-completion and Retention of 
Mature Students in Further and Higher education’ Leicester, The National Organisation for 
Adult Learning (NIACE). Chippenham, UK: Anthony Rowe Ltd.  
 
McGrath, V. (2009) ‘Reviewing the evidence on how adult students learn: An examination 
of Knowles’ model of andragogy’. Adult Learner: The Irish Journal of Adult and Community 
Education, (1) 99-100. [online] https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ860562 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Meighan, R., and Siraj-Blatchford, I. (1997) ‘A Sociology of Educating’, London: Cassell. 
 
Mental Health Foundation. (2016). ‘Fundamental Facts About Mental Health’ London, 
Mental Health Foundation. [online] 
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/publications/fundamental-facts-about-mental-health-
2016  (Accessed 4-12-18) 
 
Mental Health FE (2015) ‘A network for anyone with an interest in adult education and 
mental health’ [online] https://mhfe.org.uk/ (Accessed 14-10-20) 
 
Merriam, S. (2001) ‘Andragogy and self-directed learning: Pillars of adult learning theory’. 
New Directions for Adult and Continuing Education, 89, 3-13. [Wiley online] 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/ace.3 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Merton, R. (1972) ‘Insiders and outsiders: A chapter in the society of knowledge’. The 
American Journal of Sociology, 78(1): 9–47. [online] 
https://www.d.umn.edu/cla/faculty/jhamlin/4111/Readings/MertonKnowledge.pdf  
(Accessed 7-7-20) 
 
Miller, H. (1967) ‘Participation of Adults in Education, a Force Field Analysis’ Centre for 
study of liberal Education for Adults [online] 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED011996.pdf  (Accessed 29-8-19) 
 
Miller, J., and Glassner, B. (1997). The 'Inside' and the 'Outside': Finding Realities in 
Interviews. In D. Silverman (Ed.), Qualitative Research: Theory, Method and Practice. 
London: Sage.  
 
Miles, M and Huberman, A (1994),’Qualitative data Analysis; An Expanded Source Book’, 
CA: Thousand Oaks: Sage. 
 
Mitchell., L. and Krumroltz, J. (1990) ‘Social learning approach to career decision making: 
Krurnboltz's theory’. In D. Brown and l. Brooks (Eds), Career Choice and Development: 
Applying Contemporary Theory to Practice, San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.  
Molesworth, M, Scullion, R., Nixon, E.  (2010) ‘The Marketisation of Higher Education’ 
London and New York: Routledge. 

https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/publications/fundamental-facts-about-mental-health-2016
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/publications/fundamental-facts-about-mental-health-2016
https://mhfe.org.uk/
https://www.d.umn.edu/cla/faculty/jhamlin/4111/Readings/MertonKnowledge.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED011996.pdf


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

234 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Morgan, D. (1997) ‘Focus Groups as Qualitative Research: Planning and research design for 
focus groups’ Sage Research methods [online] 
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/6895/650998233a7bb52efcdaa39b0e42d2102f3c.pdf 
(Accessed 2-10-19) 
 
Moustakas, C. (1994). ‘Phenomenological research methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
[online] https://methods.sagepub.com/book/phenomenological-research-methods   
(Accessed 28-9-19) 
 
Moxley, D., Najor-Durack, A., & Dumbrigue, C. (2001). ‘Keeping students in higher 
education’. London: Kogan Page.  
 
Murphy, M. and Fonagy, P. (2012) ‘Mental health problems in children and young people’ 
Chapter 10, the Chief Medical Officer’s Annual Report 2012: ‘Our Children deserve Better: 
Prevention Pays’. [online]  
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment
_data/file/255237/2901304_CMO_complete_low_res_accessible.pdf 
(Accessed 4-12-18) 
 
National Audit Office (2002) ‘Improving Student Achievement in English Higher Education’, 
National Audit Report HC486, London, the Stationary Office 
 
National strategy for access and student success in higher education (April 2014) Published 
by the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills [online] 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-strategy-for-access-and-student-
success  (Accessed 27-10-20) 
 
Nealon, J. (2008) ‘Foucault beyond Foucault: Power and it’s intensifications since 1984’ 
Sanford, USA, Stanford University Press 
 
Neil, J. and Dias, K. (2001) ‘Adventure Education and Resilience: the double-edged sword’. 
Journal of Adventure Education and Outdoor learning 2 (1) 35-42. [Taylor Francis online] 
doi.org/10.1080/14729670185200061 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Newman‐Ford L., Fitzgibbon, K., Lloyd, S., and Thomas, S. (2008) ‘A large‐scale 
investigation into the relationship between attendance and attainment: a study using an 
innovative, electronic attendance monitoring system’, Studies in Higher Education, 33:6, 
699-717 [Taylor Francis online] https:// /10.1080/03075070802457066    
(Accessed 21-11-18) 
 
Ng’ang’a, M and Nyongesa, W. (2012) ‘The Impact of Organisational Culture on 
performance of Educational Institutions’, International Journal of Business and Social 
Science, Vol. 3, No. 8 Special Issue – April 2012 [online] 
http://ijbssnet.com/journals/Vol_3_No_8_Special_Issue_April_2012/24.pdf  
(Accessed 27-4-19) 
 

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/6895/650998233a7bb52efcdaa39b0e42d2102f3c.pdf
https://methods.sagepub.com/book/phenomenological-research-methods
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/255237/2901304_CMO_complete_low_res_accessible.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/255237/2901304_CMO_complete_low_res_accessible.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-strategy-for-access-and-student-success
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-strategy-for-access-and-student-success
https://srhe.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03075070802457066?needAccess=true#.W_V3M-j7SUk


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

235 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

NIACE (2010) ‘A change for the better: the NIACE survey on adult participation in learning 
2010’ VOCED plus, by A. Tuckett and A. Aldridge. [online] 
https://www.voced.edu.au/content/ngv%3A47147  (Accessed 9-10-19) 
 
Nickerson, R. (1998) ‘Confirmation Bias: A Ubiquitous Phenomenon in Many Guises’ Review 
of General Psychology, Vol. 2, No. 2, 175-220, Education Publishing Foundation. [online] 
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/70c9/3e5e38a8176590f69c0491fd63ab2a9e67c4.pdf 
(Accessed 19-1-19) 
 
Nixon, E., Scullion, R. and Hearn, R., (2018). ‘Her majesty the student: marketised higher 
education and the narcissistic (dis) satisfactions of the student-consumer’. Studies in Higher 
Education, 43(6), pp.927-943.  [Taylor Francis online]  
https:// doi/abs/10.1080/03075079.2016.1196353  (Accessed 6-9-19) 
 
O'Donnell, H. (2009), ‘The emotional impact of nursing student attrition rates’ The British. 
Journal of Nursing, 18 (12) pp. 745-754. [online] 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/19630206/ (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Ofsted (2019) ‘Further education and skills inspection handbook’ [online] 
https://feweek.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/FES-handbook.pdf  (Accessed 12-8-20) 
 
Office For Students (OfS) (2018) ‘Guide to funding: How the Office for Students allocates 
money to higher education providers’. [online] 
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/42d81daf-5c1d-49f6-961b-
8b4ab1f27edc/ofs2018___21.pdf  (Accessed 17-6-20) 
 
Onyishi, I. E., and Ogbodo, E. (2012). ‘The contributions of self-efficacy and perceived 
organisational support when taking charge at work’. SA Journal of Industrial Psychology, 
38, 1–11. [online] http://doi.org/fzzww4 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Opie, C (2004). ‘Doing educational research’. London: SAGE.  
 
Oxford, E. (2008). ‘A lesser breed?’ Times Higher Education [online] 
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/features/a-lesser-breed/400361.article (Accessed 
28-6-18) 
Paechter, M., Maier, B. and Macher, D. (2010) ‘Students’ expectations of, and experiences 
in e-learning: Their relation to learning achievements and course satisfaction’ Computers 
and Education, Vol. 54, Issue 1, January 2010. [online] 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0360131509002000 
(Accessed 24-5-19) 
 
Page, J. (2018) Characterising the principles of Professional Love in early childhood care 
and education, International Journal of Early Years Education, 26:2, 125-141. [Taylor 
Francis online]  doi/full/10.1080/09669760.2018.1459508  (Accessed 22-7-20) 
 
Paisey, C. and Paisey, N.  (2003) ‘Student attendance in an accounting module – reasons for 
non-attendance and the effect on academic performance at a Scottish University, 

https://www.voced.edu.au/content/ngv%3A47147
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/70c9/3e5e38a8176590f69c0491fd63ab2a9e67c4.pdf
https://feweek.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/FES-handbook.pdf
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/42d81daf-5c1d-49f6-961b-8b4ab1f27edc/ofs2018___21.pdf
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/42d81daf-5c1d-49f6-961b-8b4ab1f27edc/ofs2018___21.pdf
http://doi.org/fzzww4
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/features/a-lesser-breed/400361.article
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0360131509002000
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09669760.2018.1459508


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

236 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Accounting Education’, 13:sup1, 39-53. [online] doi.org/10.1080/0963928042000310788 
(Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Palaiologou, I, Needham, D., Male, T. (2016) Doing Research Methods in Education: Theory 
and Practice’ London: Sage.  
 
Palfreyman, D. and Temple, P. (2017) ‘Universities and Colleges: A very short guide’ Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.  
 
Park, C., Perry, B. and Edwards, M. (2011) ‘Minimising attrition: strategies for assisting 
students who are at risk of withdrawal’ Innovations in education and Training 
International, Vol. 48, Issue 1. [Taylor Francis online] 
https:// doi/full/10.1080/14703297.2010.543769  (Accessed 13-11-18)  
 
Patel, V., Flisher, A., Hetrick, S. and McGorry, P. (2007) ‘Mental health of young people: a 
global public health challenge’ Lancet, 2007;396:1302-13. [online] 
http://www.sangath.in/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Mental-health-of-young-
people....pdf (Accessed 29-11-18) 
 
Plowright, D. (2011)’ Using Mixed Methods: frameworks for an integrated Methodology’, 
London: Sage Publications Ltd. 
 
Poole, A. (2019) ‘Internationalised School teachers’ Experiences of Precarity as Part of the 
Global Middle Class in China: Towards Resilience Capital’. The Asia pacific researcher 29, 
227-235 (2020) {Springer online]  doi.org/10.1007/s40299-019-00472-2   
(Accessed 14-10-20) 
 
Porter, K.  (2008) ‘Current trends in student retention: a literature review’ Teaching and 
Learning in Nursing., 3 (2008), pp. 3-5. [online] 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1557308707000856  
(Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Porter, M. and Kramer, M.  (2006) ‘Strategy and Society: The Link between Competitive 
Advantage and Corporate Social responsibility’ In Harvard Business Review. [online]   
https://www.comfama.com/contenidos/servicios/Gerenciasocial/html/Cursos/Columbia/L
ecturas/Strategy-Society.pdf (Accessed 14-7-18) 
 
Prichard, M. and Wilson, G. (2003) ‘Using Emotional and Social Factors to Predict Student 
Success’. Journal of College Student development, 44 (1) 18-28. [online] 
https://www.researchgate.net/deref/http%3A%2F%2Fdx.doi.org%2F10.1353%2Fcsd.2003.
0008 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Pryjmachuk, S., Easton, K. and Littlewood, A (2009) ‘Nurse education: factors associated 
with attrition’ Journal of Advanced. Nursing., 65 (1) (2009), pp. 149-160 [online] 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/19032508/  (Accessed 5-9-20) 

Quality Advice Standard (QAS) (2020) [online] https://advicequalitystandard.org.uk/ 
(Accessed 15-10-20) 

https://srhe.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14703297.2010.543769?needAccess=true#.W-rb7pP7SUk
http://www.sangath.in/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Mental-health-of-young-people....pdf
http://www.sangath.in/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Mental-health-of-young-people....pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40299-019-00472-2
https://www.comfama.com/contenidos/servicios/Gerenciasocial/html/Cursos/Columbia/Lecturas/Strategy-Society.pdf
https://www.comfama.com/contenidos/servicios/Gerenciasocial/html/Cursos/Columbia/Lecturas/Strategy-Society.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/19032508/
https://advicequalitystandard.org.uk/


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

237 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA); ‘Frameworks for HE Qualifications 
of UK Degree-awarding bodies’ (2014). [online] 
https://www.qaa.ac.uk/quality-code/qualifications-and-credit-frameworks   
(Accessed 27-7-20) 
 
Quinn, N., Wilson, A., MacIntyre, G., Tinklin, T. (2008) ‘People look at you differently’: 
students’ experience of mental health support within Higher Education’, British Journal of 
Guidance & Counselling, 37:4, 405-418. [Taylor Francis online] 
 doi/abs/10.1080/03069880903161385  (Accessed 23-1-19) 
 
Radice, H.  (2013) ‘How We Got Here: UK Higher Education under Neoliberalism’ [online] 
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/7c4a/cbb1399834cf370abdeafad103ae555993cc.pdf 
(Accessed 16-6-20) 
 
Randle, K. and Brady, N.  (1997) ‘Further Education and the New Managerialism’, Journal of 
Further and Higher Education, 21:2, 229-239. [Taylor Francis online] DOI: 
10.1080/0309877970210208 (Accessed 15-11-18) 
 
Ravich, D (1998) ‘What if Research Really Mattered?’ in Education Week 12/16/98 Vol. 18 
Issue 16 p33. [online] 
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/ces/postgrads/teachfirst/researchmethods/ravitch1999_me
dical_and_education_research.pdf (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Reay, D., David, M. and Ball, S. (2001a) ‘Making a Difference? Institutional habituses and 
higher education choice, Sociological Research’ Online, 5 (4). [online] 
htttp://www.socresonline.org.uk/5/4/reay.html (Accessed 12-11-18) 
 
Reay, D., Davies, J., David, M. and Ball, S. (2001b) ‘Choice of degree or degrees of choice? 
Class, “race” and the higher education choice process’, Sociology, 35(4):855–74. [online] 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/231867814_Choices_of_Degree_or_Degrees_o
f_Choice_Class_'Race'_and_the_Higher_Education_Choice_Process 
(Accessed 29-11-18) 
 
Reay, D, David, M. and Ball, S (2005) ‘Degrees of Choice: social class, race and gender in 
higher education’ Trentham Books, Stoke-on -Trent. 

Reisman, J. (1985). ‘Friendship and its Implications for Mental Health or Social 
Competence’. The Journal of Early Adolescence, 5(3), 383–391. [online] 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0272431685053010#article 
(Accessed 13-1-19) 
 
The Robbins Report (1963) 23 September 1963), ‘Higher education: report of the 
Committee appointed by the Prime Minister under the Chairmanship of Lord Robbins’ 
1961–63, Cmnd. 2154, London: HMSO 
 

https://www.qaa.ac.uk/quality-code/qualifications-and-credit-frameworks
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03069880903161385
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/7c4a/cbb1399834cf370abdeafad103ae555993cc.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/231867814_Choices_of_Degree_or_Degrees_of_Choice_Class_'Race'_and_the_Higher_Education_Choice_Process
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/231867814_Choices_of_Degree_or_Degrees_of_Choice_Class_'Race'_and_the_Higher_Education_Choice_Process
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0272431685053010#article


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

238 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Robson, C. and McCartan, K. (2016) ‘Real World Research, 4th Edition, Wiley, e-book 
[online]https://www.researchgate.net/publication/321498176_Real_World_Research_4th
_Edition (Accessed 5-9-20)  
Robertson, D. (1994) ‘Choosing to Change: Extending access, choice and mobility in higher 
education. The report of the HEQC CAT Development Project’, HEQC. [online] 
http://www.opengrey.eu/item/display/10068/489906 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Robertson, D (2012)’ Build Your Resilience: Teach Yourself to Survive and Thrive in Any 
Situation’: Teach Yourself, London: Hodder.  
 
Roebothan, K. (2015) ‘Ten of the top employers’ attendance management problems’, 
McInne Cooper [online] https://www.mcinnescooper.com/publications/legal-update-10-
of-the-top-employers-attendance-management-problems/ (Accessed 1/7/18) 
 
Rogers, A. (2002) ‘Teaching Adults’ 3rd Edition, Maidenhead, Maidenhead, England: The 
Open University Press, McGraw-Hill Education.   
 
Rogers, A. and Horrocks, N. (2010) ‘Teaching Adults’ 4th edition. Maidenhead, England:  
The Open University Press, McGraw-Hill Education.  
 
Rose, T (2017) ‘Organising Wellness Issues: Walking Together to Build Bridges for 
Campuses Today and Communities Tomorrow’ in ‘Further Wellness Issues for Higher 
Education: How to promote Student health During and After College’ (2017) Ed by D. 
Anderson, New York and London: Routledge, Taylor and Francis.  
 
Rovai, A. (2002).’ In search of higher persistence rates in distance education online 
programs. The Internet and Higher Education, 6: 1–16. [online] 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1096751602001586 
(Accessed 13-11-18) 
Rozin, P. and Royzman, E. (2001) ‘Negativity bias, negativity and contagion’ Personality and 
Social Psychology Review 5 (4) 296-320. [Taylor Francis online]   
http:// /doi/abs/10.1207/S15327957PSPR0504_2 (Accessed 18-7-18) 
 
Rutter, M. (1985). ‘Resilience in the Face of Adversity: Protective Factors and Resistance to 
Psychiatric Disorder’. British Journal of Psychiatry, 147(6), 598-611. [online] 
doi:10.1192/bjp.147.6.598 (Accessed 22-6-20)  
 
Rutter, M (2012) ‘Resilience as a Dynamic Concept’ Development and Psychopathology 24, 
335-344 Cambridge University Press. [online] 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579412000028 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Ryan, G. and Bernard, R. (2000) ‘Data management and Analysis Methods in handbook of 
Qualitative Research’, 2nd ed. Norman Denzin and Yvonne Lincoln, ed. Sage Publications. 
(2000) p769-802. [online] 
https://utsc.utoronto.ca/~kmacd/IDSC10/Readings/Data%20analysis/methods.pdf 
(Accessed 5-9-20)  

https://www.mcinnescooper.com/publications/legal-update-10-of-the-top-employers-attendance-management-problems/
https://www.mcinnescooper.com/publications/legal-update-10-of-the-top-employers-attendance-management-problems/


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

239 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Salisbury, J. and Jephcote, M (2008) ‘Initial encounters of an FE kind, Research in Post-
Compulsory Education’, 13:2, 149-162, [Taylor Francis 
online] DOI: 10.1080/13596740802141261 (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Salisbury, J., Jephcote, M., Rees, G. and Roberts, J. (2006) ‘Emotional labour, ethics of care 
and work intensification in FE colleges. Paper presented at the British Educational Research 
Association Annual conference. September6–9. University of Warwick. Working Paper No. 
5, Learning and Working in Further Education in Wales. [online] 
http://www.FurtherEducationResearch.org (Accessed 5-9-20)  
 
Sameroff, A. (1991) ‘The Social Context of Development’ in Woodhead, M., Carr, R. and 
Light, P. (eds) Becoming a Person’, London: Routledge. 
 
Sarmento, M. (2014)’ A ‘mental health profile’ of Higher Education students’ WCES, 
Procedia social and behavioural Sciences [online] 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1877042815028669   
(Accessed 19-8-19) 
 
Sax, L., Gilmartin, S. and Bryant, A. (2003) ‘Assessing Response Rates and Nonresponse bias 
in web and Paper Surveys’ Research in Higher Education, Vol. 44, No. 4. [online] 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/A:1024232915870 (Accessed 5-9-20) 

 
Schoon, I. and Bynner, J. (2003)’ Risk and Resilience in the Life Course: Implications for 
Interventions and Social Policies’, Journal of Youth Studies, 6:1. [Taylor Francis online] 
doi/abs/10.1080/1367626032000068145 
(Accessed 27-11-18) 
 
Schuller, T. and Watson, D. (2007) ‘Learning Through Life: Inquiry into the future for lifelong 
learning’ NIACE. [online] 
http://www.cmv-educare.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/schuller.pdf 
(Accessed 12-11-18)  
 
Schunk, D. and Zimmerman, B. (2008)’ Motivation and Self-Regulated Learning: Theory, 
Research and Applications’ New York, London, Taylor Francis Group. [online] 
doi.org/10.4324/9780203831076 (Accessed 25-11-18)  

Schutz, A. (1976) ‘Collected Papers II Studies in Social Theory’ Ed by A. Brodersen, Martinus 
Nijhoff. [online] https://www.springer.com/gp/book/9789024702480 (Accessed 7-7-20) 

Scoffham, S. and Barnes, J. (2011) ‘Happiness matters: towards a pedagogy of happiness 
and well-being’, The Curriculum Journal, 22:4, 535-548, [online] DOI: 
10.1080/09585176.2011.627214 (Accessed 5-9-20) 
 
Scott, H. (2017) ‘Growing Grounded Theory: Doing my Bit’ The Grounded Theory Review 
(2017), Volume 16, Issue 1 [online] 
http://groundedtheoryreview.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Doing-my-bit-
062017.pdf  (Accessed 14-10-17)  

https://doi.org/10.1080/13596740802141261
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1877042815028669
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/A:1024232915870
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1367626032000068145
http://www.cmv-educare.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/schuller.pdf
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203831076
https://www.springer.com/gp/book/9789024702480
http://groundedtheoryreview.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Doing-my-bit-062017.pdf
http://groundedtheoryreview.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Doing-my-bit-062017.pdf


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

240 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Silverman, D. (2011) ‘Interpreting Qualitative Data’. London: Sage.  

Simkins, T. and Lumby, J. (2006) ‘Cultural transformation in further education? mapping the 
debate, Research in Post-Compulsory Education’, 7:1, 9-25, [online] DOI: 
10.1080/13596740200200116 (Accessed 15-11-18) 

Simpson, D.J., and Stack, S.F. (Eds) (2010), ‘Teachers, leaders and schools: Essays by John 
Dewey’ (153-160). Southern Illinois University., IL: Press Carbonale 

SMF (2016) The Social Market Foundation ‘Staying the course’. [online] 
http://www.smf.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Social-Market-FoundationStaying-
the-Course-FINAL-1-1.pdf (Accessed 21-10-19) 
 
Smit, R. (2012) ‘Towards a clearer understanding of student disadvantage in higher 
education: problematising deficit thinking’, Higher Education Research & Development, 
31:3, 369-380. [Taylor Francis online] 
https:// doi/abs/10.1080/07294360.2011.634383  (Accessed 26-5-19) 
 

Smith, R.  (2007a) ‘Of ‘duckers and divers’, mice and men: the impact of market 
fundamentalism in FE colleges post‐incorporation’, Research in Post-Compulsory 
Education, 12:1, 53-69. [Taylor Francis online] 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13596740601155397 (Accessed 18-12-18) 
 
Smith, R. (2007b) ‘Work, Identity and the Quasi-market: The FE Experience’ Journal of 
Educational Administration and History, Vol. 39 Issue 1 [Taylor Francis online] 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220620701194275 (Accessed 8-10-19) 

Smith, R. (2015) ‘College re-culturing, marketisation and knowledge: the meaning of 
incorporation, Journal of Educational Administration and History’, 47:1, 18-39. [Taylor 
Francis online] https://doi.org/10.1080/00220620.2015.974145 (Accessed 16-6-20) 

Sperlinger, T., McLellan, J. and Pettigrew, R. (2018) ‘Who are Universities for? Re-making 
Higher Education’ Bristol University Press.  

Spours, K., Coffield, F. and Gregson, M. (2008) ‘Mediation, translation and local ecologies: 
understanding the impact of policy levers on FE colleges’ Submitted for special issue of JVET 
for ESRC TLRP project: The impact of policy on learning and inclusion in the learning and 
skills sector. [online] http://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/1506901/1/Spours_etal.2007Mediation.pdf 
(Accessed 10-11-18) 

Stronach, I., Corbin, B., McNamara, O., Stark, S. and Warne, T. (2002). ‘Towards an 
uncertain politics of professionalism: teacher and nurse identities in flux’. Journal of 
Educational Policy, 7(1): 110–138. [Taylor Francis online] 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02680930110100081 (Accessed 5-9-20) 
 
Swain, J. and Hammond, C. (2011) ‘The motivations and outcomes of studying for part-
time mature students in higher education’, International Journal of Lifelong 
Education, 30:5, 591-612. [Taylor Francis online] DOI: 10.1080/02601370.2011.579736  
(Accessed 10-9-20) 

http://www.smf.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Social-Market-FoundationStaying-the-Course-FINAL-1-1.pdf
http://www.smf.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Social-Market-FoundationStaying-the-Course-FINAL-1-1.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/07294360.2011.634383
http://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/1506901/1/Spours_etal.2007Mediation.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/02601370.2011.579736


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

241 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Taylor, B. and Kroth, M. (2009) ‘Andragogy’s Transition Into the Future: Meta-Analysis of 
Andragogy and its Search for a measurable Instrument’ Journal of Adult Education, Vol. 38, 
Number 1. [online] 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ891073.pdf  (Accessed 27-5-19) 
 
Taylor, P. (2008). “Being an academic today”. In Changing identities in Higher Education: 
Voicing perspectives, Edited by Barnett, R. and Di Napoli, R. 27–39. Abingdon, Oxon:  
Routledge.  
 
Taylor, S. (2011). ‘Social support: A review’. In M. S. Friedman (Ed.), The handbook of 
health psychology (pp. 189–214). New York: Oxford University Press. 
Teichler, U. (2003) ‘‘The Future of Higher Education and the Future of Higher Education 
Research’’, Tertiary Education and Management 9 3: 171–185. [online] 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/A:1024472116331 
(Accessed 24-2-19) 
 
Theodoratou, M., Dritsas, I., Saltou, M., Dimas, V.,  Spyropoulos, A., Nikolopoulou, E., 
Bekos, V., Kloni, P., Psychogioy, A., Valsami, O.(2016) ‘Physical exercise and students’ 
mental health’, European Psychiatry, March 2016, Vol.33, pp.S219-S219. [online] 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eurpsy.2016.01.533 (Accessed 5-9-20) 
 
Thomas, G. and Hanson J.(2014) ‘Developing social integration to enhance student 
retention and success in higher education: the GROW@BU initiative’ School of Health & 
Social Care and Centre for Excellence in Learning, Bournemouth University, Widening 
Participation and Lifelong Learning Volume 16, Number 3, October 2014. [online] 
https://www.researchgate.net/deref/http%3A%2F%2Fdx.doi.org%2F10.5456%2FWPLL.16.
3.58 (Accessed 22-6-20) 
 
Thomas, J. and Harden, A. (2007) ‘Methods for the thematic synthesis of qualitative 
research in systematic reviews’ ESRC, London [online] 
https://bmcmedresmethodol.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-2288-8-45 
(Accessed 14-10-17) 
 
Thomas, L. (2002) ‘Student retention in higher education: the role of institutional habitus’ 
The Journal of Education Policy, Vol. 17, No 4 423-442. [Taylor Francis online] 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02680930210140257 
(Accessed 12-11-18)  
 
Thomas, L., Jill, M., O’Mahoney, J. and Yorke, M. (2017) ‘Supporting student success: 
strategies for institutional change’ Summary report by Action on Access. [online] 
http://actiononaccess.org/wp-content/files_mf/whatworks2summaryfinalreport.pdf 
(Accessed 13-10-19) 
 
Tomlinson, M. (2014) ‘Student perceptions of themselves as ‘consumers’ of higher 
education’, British Journal of Sociology of Education, 38:4, 450-467. [Taylor Francis online] 
https:///doi/full/10.1080/01425692.2015.1113856  (Accessed 18-11-18)  
 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ891073.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/A:1024472116331
https://www.researchgate.net/deref/http%3A%2F%2Fdx.doi.org%2F10.5456%2FWPLL.16.3.58
https://www.researchgate.net/deref/http%3A%2F%2Fdx.doi.org%2F10.5456%2FWPLL.16.3.58
http://actiononaccess.org/wp-content/files_mf/whatworks2summaryfinalreport.pdf
https://doi/full/10.1080/01425692.2015.1113856


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

242 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Trotter, E. and Cove, G. (2005) ‘Student retention: an exploration of the issues prevalent on 
a healthcare degree programme with mainly mature students’ learning in health and Social 
care, Blackwell Publishing. [Wiley online] 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1473-6861.2005.00084.x   
(Accessed 12-10-19) 
 
Troy, A. and Mauss, I. (2011) ‘Resilience in the face of stress: Emotion regulation as a 
protective factor’ in Southwick, S., Litz, B., Charney, D. and Friedman, M. (Eds) ‘Resilience 
and Mental health : Challenges across the lifespan’ Cambridge University Press.[online] 
https://eerlab.berkeley.edu/pdf/papers/2011_Troy_Resilience_in_the_face_of_stress.pdf 
(Accessed 5-9-20) 
 
Tuckman, A., and Jensen, M. (1977), ‘Stages of small group development revisited’, Group 
and Organization Studies, vol.2, no.4, pp.419-27. [online] 
doi.org/10.1177%2F105960117700200404 (Accessed 5-9-20) 
 
UCAS (2017) ‘Cycle of Reporting: Patterns by applicant characteristics. [online] 
https://www.ucas.com/file/140396/download?token=TC7eMH9W (Accessed 29-6-18) 
 
UCAS (2018) Website. [online] https://www.ucas.com/  (Accessed 13-10-19) 
 
UK Parliament, House of Commons (2020) ‘Part-time undergraduate students in England’, 
London, House of Commons. [online] https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-
briefings/cbp-7966/ (Accessed 15-1-21) 
 
Vailes, F. (2017) ‘The Flourishing Student: Every tutor’s guide to promoting mental health, 
wellbeing and resilience in Higher education’ Great Britain: Practical Inspiration Publishing.  
 
VicHealth (2015), ‘Current theories relating to resilience and young people: a literature 
review’, Victorian Health Promotion Foundation, Melbourne. [online] 
https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/assets/Grant-Round-II-Resilience/Current-theories-
relating-to-resilience-and-young-people.pdf (Accessed 22-6-20) 
 
Vignoles, A. and Murray, N. (2016) ‘Widening Participation in Higher Education’ The Journal 
of Education sciences , Vol. 6 Issue 2. [online] 
https://www.mdpi.com/2227-7102/6/2/13/htm  (Accessed 3-9-20) 
 
Visser, L. (1998). ‘The development of motivational communication in distance education 
support’, Enschede, the Netherlands: University of Twente. [online] 
http://www.learndev.org/People/LyaVisser/DevMotCommInDE.pdf (Accessed 13-11-18) 
 
Walker, I. and Zhu, Y. (2003) ‘Education, earnings and productivity: recent UK evidence’ 
labour Market Trends p145-152. [online] https://kar.kent.ac.uk/3774/ 
(Accessed 12-10-19) 
 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1473-6861.2005.00084.x
https://www.ucas.com/file/140396/download?token=TC7eMH9W
https://www.ucas.com/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-7966/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-7966/
https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/assets/Grant-Round-II-Resilience/Current-theories-relating-to-resilience-and-young-people.pdf
https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/assets/Grant-Round-II-Resilience/Current-theories-relating-to-resilience-and-young-people.pdf
https://www.mdpi.com/2227-7102/6/2/13/htm
http://www.learndev.org/People/LyaVisser/DevMotCommInDE.pdf


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

243 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Walker, S., Cotner, H., Baepler, P. and Decker, M. (2008) ‘Delicate Balance: Integrating 
Active Learning into a Large Lecture Course’ J. DCBE—Life Sciences Education Vol. 7, 361–
367, Winter 2008. [online] 
http://www.lifescied.org/content/7/4/361.full.pdf+html (Accessed 5-3-17) 
 
Waller, R. (2006) ‘I don’t feel like ‘a student’, I feel like ‘me’!’: the over‐simplification of 
mature learners’ experience(s)’, Research in Post-Compulsory Education, 11:1, 115-130. 
[Taylor Francis online] 
https:// doi/full/10.1080/13596740500508019   (Accessed 24-5-19) 
 
Watt, S. and Paterson, L. (2010) ‘Pathways and Partnerships: widening access to higher 
education’ Journal of Further and Higher Education, Vol. 24, No. 1, 2000. [Taylor Francis 
online] https://doi.org/10.1080/030987700112354 (Accessed 5-9-20) 

The Welsh Assembly Government (2009) ‘Student Withdrawal from Higher Education’ 
Research document No. 042/2009. [online] 
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/10860/1/090908hereviewen.pdf (Accessed 12-1-19) 
 
Wilcox, P., Winn, S. and Fyvie‐Gauld, M (2005) ‘It was nothing to do with the university, it 
was just the people’: the role of social support in the first‐year experience of higher 
education, Studies in Higher Education, 30:6, 707-722.[Taylor Francis online] 
https:///doi/abs/10.1080/03075070500340036# (Accessed 4-12-18) 
 
Willetts, D. (2017) ‘A University Education’ Oxford: Oxford University Press.  
 
Willis, P. (2001) ‘Cinderella of Education’ in The Guardian, 29 May, 2001. [online] 
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2001/may/29/furthereducation.uk3   
(Accessed 2-7-20) 
 
Wilton, N. (2011) ‘Do employability skills really matter in the UK graduate labour market? 
The case of business and management graduates’ Journal of Work, Employability and 
Society, Volume: 25 issue: 1, page(s): 85-100. [online] 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0950017010389244 (Accessed 11-11-18)  
 
Woodall, T., Hiller, A., and Resnick, S. (2014) ‘Making sense of higher education: students 
as consumers and the value of the university experience’, Studies in Higher Education, 39:1, 
48-67, DOI: 10.1080/03075079.2011.648373. [Taylor Francis online] 
https://srhe.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080%2F03075079.2011.64
8373 
(Accessed 13-11-18)  
 
Woodfield, R. (2014) ‘Undergraduate retention and attainment across the disciplines’ The 
Higher education Academy. [online] 
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-
manager/documents/hea/private/resources/undergraduate_retention_and_attainment_a
cross_the_disciplines_1568037254.pdf (Accessed 12-10-19) 
 

http://www.lifescied.org/content/7/4/361.full.pdf+html
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/10860/1/090908hereviewen.pdf
https://doi/abs/10.1080/03075070500340036
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2001/may/29/furthereducation.uk3
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0950017010389244
https://srhe.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080%2F03075079.2011.648373
https://srhe.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080%2F03075079.2011.648373
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/hea/private/resources/undergraduate_retention_and_attainment_across_the_disciplines_1568037254.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/hea/private/resources/undergraduate_retention_and_attainment_across_the_disciplines_1568037254.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/hea/private/resources/undergraduate_retention_and_attainment_across_the_disciplines_1568037254.pdf


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

244 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Yin, R., (2009). ‘Case study research: Design and methods. Iman, A. ed. Thousand Oaks, 
California: Sage Publications. 
 
Yorke, M. and Thomas, L. (2003) ‘Improving the Retention of Students from Lower Socio-
economic Groups’, Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management, 25:1, 63-74. 
[Taylor Francis online] https:// doi/abs/10.1080/13600800305737 (Accessed 11-11-18) 
 
Young Minds (2017): Website. [online] 
http://www.youngminds.org.uk/training_services/policy/mental_health_statistic  
(Accessed 17-2-17)  
 
Younger, K., Gascoine, L., Menzies V. and Torgerson C. (2019) ‘A systematic review of 
evidence on the effectiveness of interventions and strategies for widening participation in 
higher education’, Journal of Further and Higher Education, 43:6, 742-773. [Taylor Francis 
online] doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2017.1404558(Accessed 5-5-20) 
 
Yuksel, P. and Yildirim, S. (2015) ‘Theoretical Frameworks, Methods, and Procedures for 
Conducting Phenomenological Studies in Educational Settings’ Turkish Online Journal of 
Qualitative Inquiry, January 2015, 6(1). [online] 
https://dergipark.org.tr/en/download/article-file/199867  (Accessed 28-9-19) 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13600800305737
https://dergipark.org.tr/en/download/article-file/199867


An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

245 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Appendices 
 

Appendix 1: Anonymised summary of recent Northsall retention and achievement data 

It shows the overall levels of retention and achievement within Northsall immediately 

preceding and at the time of the research.  

College Data – Background to the Research 

Retention 

 (Taken from Northsall’s latest Self-assessment report 2013/14) 

Level 3   

Cross College three-year FE trend 2011/12 to 2013/14 

All durations: 

  Starts Retention Achievement Success  

2011/12 1814 93 91 85  

2012/13 1677 93 88 83  

2013/14 1037 90 94 84  

 

Long programmes only: 

  Starts Retention Achievement Success  

2011/12 1179 91 90 81  

2012/13 1256 92 86 80  

2013/14 794 89 93 83  

 

 

 Retention Targets 

(From Northsall’s balanced scorecard for 2013-14) 

Improve HEFCE Retention Rates from 80 per cent to 83 per cent. 

Improve HEFCE Achievement rates from 95 per cent to 95 per cent. 
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Classroom Based Learning 

(From Northsall’s Self-Assessment Report 2014)  

Main summary of Classroom Based Learning data 

 

Long 

Cour

ses  13/14 results (from Pro-Achieve) 

2012/13 National Averages 

(QSR) 

  

Age 

Grou

p 

Retained 

per cent 

Achieved 

per cent 

Success 

per cent 

Retained per 

cent 

Achieved per 

cent 

Leve

l 3 

16-

18 

90.2per 

cent 

90.4per 

cent 

81.6per 

cent 90.2per cent 91.3per cent 

  19+ 

90.6per 

cent 

93.8per 

cent 

85.0per 

cent 86.5per cent 91.9per cent 

          

Higher Education 

Higher 

Education 

Code HCG (as at 19/10/15) 2014/15 Outturn 13/14 

New 

Starts 

Continuers Ret 

per 

cent                             

(Best 

Case) 

Achievement  New 

Starts 

Retained Achieved 

Faculty 

A 

D21 247   76 99.0 419 76.0 99.0 

Faculty B F20 472   75 99.0 420 80.0 100.0 

HE Overall 719   76 99.0 839 78.0 99.5 
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Appendix 2: Widening Participation (WP) data returned by Northsall. 

 

This was produced for the Skills Funding Agency and the Young People's Learning Agency 

from 2013-2016 

 

Diversity: Participation 

Analysis of the whole college’s data (From MIS 28/1/16) on Additional learning support 

suggests that over time, less learners within college have declared an additional support 

need. From 27% in 13/14 to 19% in 2015/16. This contrasted with a declared learning 

disability which rose from 26% to 36% in the same period. However, these statistics rely on 

information received by learners at enrolment and the guidance they receive from the 

tutor at that point can significantly impact on these rates.  

 

In terms of ethnicity, the locality has been traditionally low in numbers of non-white 

residents. However, immigration has increased in recent years. Data from college suggests 

that in 2013/14 non-white students across college were 16% of the overall student 

population. Whereas in 2015/16 they had risen to 20% 

 

The gender mix in college suggests that over the same period (2013/14 to 2015/16 

numbers of females increased slightly, from 46% to 52% but remain at a split which is 

roughly equal. However, I know that this is not reflected within subject areas, where 

females still dominate their traditional occupational learning routes, such as hairdressing, 

childcare and health and social care and males are the overwhelming majority in areas 

such as construction and engineering.  

 

Diversity: Achievement and Success 

From MIS Data (May 2015) The 19+ age group are more likely to achieve than younger 

students within the HE faculty of Business and Science. Those with declared disabilities has 

steadily risen within the faculty from 2011/12 to 2013/14 and their success has similarly 

increased, from 52% to 97% of those with disabilities succeeding. This is now roughly on 

par with the overall success rates within the faculty for all learners and way above college 

averages of 78% 
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In terms of ethnicity, from a low of 67% in 2011/12, success rose through 2012/13 and 

2013/14 to 88% and is now above college wide success rates of 77% 

 

Data relating to gender suggests that females have always achieved strongly within the HE 

faculty with success rates of 100% and 83% more recently over the last three years, against 

a college average of 76%. Males have improved in the same period from 74% to 78% in 

13/14 which is above the college average of 75%.  

 

Overall, Higher education within the college holds up well against college averages. It has 

also, generally increased success, achievement and retention rates in most areas of 

diversity. This is despite three-year durations having the potential to have much poorer 

retention than the one-year durations in FE. Perhaps HE learners are more motivated or 

perhaps they receive better support. 
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Appendix 3: The ethical procedure submitted to the Open University ethics committee for 
ethical approval. 
 

Procedure: 

For the ex-student participants: once a potential participant, who meets the criteria for the 

study, has self-identified, via responding to an email or survey monkey invitation, I will 

approach the student to arrange a time. I will explain the research and its purpose, as well 

as offering them the information sheet if they are initially interested (see appendix 4). 

(Further details under ‘consent’ below) 

 

Following poor response, I offered to conduct the interview with the ex-student by 

telephone. This necessitated installing software on my phone to record it for transcription. 

This was fully explained to the participant by email and I also said it verbally again at the 

start of the interview. This was also done with all interviews conducted face to face and 

video recorded. I thought it was important to reiterate the fact that the information was 

recoded at the start of any and all interviews.  

 

The questionnaires had information about the study included in the invitation and 

obviously any participant unhappy with the questions did not need to continue to the end 

of the questionnaire, meaning their responses would not be saved by the survey monkey 

software and not available to me. My contact details were included on the survey monkey 

questionnaire both to facilitate any further questions, allow for opting out by contacting 

me directly or I also offered the opportunity for a full, face to face or phone call version of 

the questionnaire as a semi structured interview in case any respondent would prefer that 

or wished to say more than they had been allowed to type.  

 

Any participant can request to have any data they have supplied destroyed, provided they 

do so within six months of it being collected to allow for an alternative participant to be 

found. The interviews will be recorded for later transcription and analysis. This is explained 

in the participant information sheet (see appendix 4). Data (that is, video or audio tapes, 

observation schedules, field notes and transcriptions) will be stored securely in paper or 
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electronic form for six months after that I will destroy any raw data once my research is 

completed and submitted after 2019. 

 

Storage of the data collected will be on my own personal home computer only. It is 

password secured and within a locked residence. I have the facility to back up data on a 

secure external disk – also password protected which will remain at the same place. 

 

• Permission to use limited information on retention from college systems in an 

anonymised form and possibly for external publication has been sought from senior 

and middle managers at the college. 

 

• Consent has now been sought and approved by chair’s action from the college’s 

own ethics committee. – Copies of documentation to support this are available on 

request 

 

• Students as participants, establishing a suitable protocol to do this for the purposes 

of the study, including a permission form and explanation of the right to withdraw 

and their data removed from the study at any time. 

 

Participants’ Consent. 

 

In all cases the participant, whether staff or student will be approached, and the purpose 

of the research fully explained. A participant information sheet and consent form will be 

issued if the participant agrees in principal after the initial approach. An initial cooling off 

period of a week will be given, then a second approach which will involve the return of the 

consent form and an opportunity for any further questions regarding either the research 

or the process of the interview. A date, time and venue will then be arranged. The right to 

withdraw will be reinforced at each stage, including at the point of interview. 

Arrangements for withdrawing the use of their data following the interview if they wish to 

withdraw after the interview will also be fully explained at the interview. (See appendix 4 
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for participant information forms) Ensuring the security, storage and confidentiality of all 

research data and information both prior to and after anonymization as appropriate. 

 

Data Protection and Data Security 

 

Having looked at the privacy law compliance checking documentation, as I intend to collect 

the data in an anonymised form as identification of individuals in the future will not be 

necessary (for follow up interviews, etc.) I do not believe that I need to register with the 

data project coordinator at the Open University. 

 

Anonymising the college has proved a particular challenge as well as ensuring it is not 

named in the text, the referencing of reports cited will also be anonymised to avoid it’s 

identification. 

 

This is the checklist required by the OU ethics committee in order to secure ethical 

approval for the research. Any ‘yes’ responses mean that a larger form with greater detail 

will also need to be completed. This form is included below.  

Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) 

Project Registration and Risk Checklist 

If you are planning a research project that involves human participants (data and/or 

biological samples), you should complete and submit this checklist so that the HREC Chair 

can decide the level of ethics review that is required.  If you have not already done so, 

refer to the OU Ethics Principles for Research involving Human Participants. 

 

Once you have completed the checklist, save it for your records and email a copy to 

Research-Rec-Review@open.ac.uk, with any relevant documents e.g., a questionnaire, 

consent form, publicity leaflet and/or a draft bid. You will then be contacted as to whether 

or not your research will need full HREC review (please indicate if you require an urgent 

decision).  No potential participants should be approached to take part in any research 

until you have submitted your checklist and, where required, obtained a HREC review. 

 

  

http://www.open.ac.uk/research/main/our-research/research-strategy-and-policies
mailto:Research-Rec-Review@open.ac.uk
http://www.open.ac.uk/research/ethics/human-research/human-research-ethics-full-review-process-and-proforma
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Section I: Project Details 

Project title What is the nature of transitions between level 3 and 
level 4 in a general further education college? 

Brief description  

(100 words maximum) 

The primary research will involve a small number of 

semi structured interviews to staff and students who 

study or teach on level 4 programmes within a HE in 

FE institution. Over the course of two years. The 

questions will relate to their experiences of study at 

level 3 and 4, focussing on concepts such as resilience, 

self-regulation and pedagogy through asking about 

their study habits, experiences and relationships with 

teaching staff as well as the support for study offered 

by the college.  

Is your research part of an 

application for external 

funding? 

No 

If so, please provide the name 

of the funding body and your 

Awards Management System 

(AMS) reference 

Funding body: N/A 

AMS ref:                

Will your research proceed if 

external funding is not 

awarded? 

Yes 

Is your research being assessed 

by the Student Research 

Project Panel?  

 

 

  

http://www.open.ac.uk/research/ethics/human-research#AMS
http://intranet6.open.ac.uk/mgt-info/iet-stats/srpp
http://intranet6.open.ac.uk/mgt-info/iet-stats/srpp
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Section IV: Risk Checklist 

Please assess your research using the following questions and click yes or no as 

appropriate. If there is any possibility of significant risk, please tick yes. Even if your list 

contains all “no’s you should still return your completed checklist so the Chair can assess 

the proposed research. 

 Yes No 

1 

Does the study involve participants who are particularly vulnerable or 

unable to give informed consent? (e.g., children, people with learning 

disabilities) 

 √ 

2 

Will the study require the co-operation of a gatekeeper for initial 

access to the groups or individuals to be recruited? (e.g., students at 

school, members of a self-help group, residents of nursing home) 

√  

3 

Will it be necessary for participants to take part in the study without 

their knowledge and consent at the time? (e.g., covert observation of 

people in non-public places) 

 √ 

4 
Will the study involve discussion of sensitive topics (e.g., sexual 

activity, drug use)? 
 √ 

5 

Are drugs, placebos or other substances (e.g., food substances, 

vitamins) to be administered to the study participants or will the study 

involve invasive, intrusive or potentially harmful procedure of any 

kinds? 

 √ 

6 Is pain or more than mild discomfort likely to result from the study?  √ 

7 

Could the study induce psychological stress or anxiety or cause harm 

or negative consequences beyond the risks encountered in normal 

life? 

 √ 

8 Will the study involve prolonged or repetitive testing?  √ 

9 
Will financial inducements (other than reasonable expenses and 

compensation for time) be offered to participants? 
 √ 

10 
Will the study involve recruitment of patients or staff through the NHS 

or the use of NHS data? 
 √ 
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11 
Will the study involve the collection of human tissue or other human 

biological samples?  
 √ 

 

If you answered ‘yes’ to questions 10 or 11, you will also have to submit an application to 

an appropriate National Research Ethics Service ethics committee).   

 

Please note that it is your responsibility to follow the University’s Code Of Practice for 

Research and the Ethics Principles for Research involving Human Participants, and any 

relevant academic or professional guidelines in the conduct of your study. Also, to provide 

appropriate participant information sheets and consent forms, and ensuring secure 

storage and use of data. FAQS offering advice and guidance on these issues are available 

on the Research Ethics website.  

 
This is the main form completed to explain the research to the OU ethics committee. It 

was completed before the pilot study.  

 

  

http://www.hra.nhs.uk/research-community/the-review-process/
http://www.open.ac.uk/research/research-school/resources/policy-information-governance.php
http://www.open.ac.uk/research/research-school/resources/policy-information-governance.php
http://www.open.ac.uk/research/research-school/resources/policy-information-governance.php
http://www.open.ac.uk/research/ethics/human-research/frequently-asked-questions/14-how-do-i-obtain-valid-consent
http://www.open.ac.uk/research/ethics/faq-questions-inline
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HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE (HREC) PROFORMA – EDITED VERSION 

Project identification and rationale 

 

Title of project 

 

What is the nature of transitions between level 3 and level 4 in a general further 

education college? 

 

 

Abstract 

 

The primary research will involve a small number of semi structured interviews to staff 

and students who study or teach on level 4 and 5 programmes within a HE in FE 

institution. At the beginning of the academic year 2015-16 and 2016-17, two different 

cohorts of students and staff will be questioned. The cohorts will be small, one member of 

staff and two students in the first year for the pilot study and around double in the second 

year for the main study. The questions will relate to their experiences of study at level 3 

and 4, focussing on concepts such as resilience, self-regulation and pedagogy through 

asking about their study habits, experiences and relationships with teaching staff as well 

as the support for study offered by the college. Therefore, I do not anticipate any 

sensitive or difficult questions.  

 

 

 

Project personnel and collaborators 

 

Investigators 

 

Principal Investigator/ 

(or Research Student): 

Elspeth Nelson 
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Other researcher(s): 

N/A 

Primary Supervisor (if applicable):          
Dr. Angela Srivastava 

  

 

Research protocol 

 

 

 

Methodology 

 

Part one of the pilot study will be semi structured interviews conducted prior to the 

commencement of their HE level of study. All interviews will be completed prior to 

starting their course, so avoiding influencing either each other or themselves with pre-

conceptions (Assiter and Gibbs, 2007). Less structured interviews as Hammersley (2007) 

asserts, can provide information not available in any other way because you can locate 

behaviour verbally to link to specific situations and get enough information to attempt to 

understand the perspectives of those taking part in their research.  To improve validity, 

every effort will be made to provide a naturalistic situation for the interviews. I will also 

be interviewing about retrospective experiences of study to date; therefore, it should 

reflect what they have actually done (Gomm et al. 2000). Interviews will focus on the 

research questions, looking at their views and perceptions of study at level 4 and how 

well prepared they feel following their experiences at level 3.  

There will be a further cohort of existing level 4 students, prior to commencing their 

level 5 study. This will be to test out their experiences of study and how well they feel 

they were prepared by their level 3 study, how different their experiences are at level 4 

compared to level 5, relating their answers to concepts of resilience, self-regulation and 

relationships with tutors as factors in successful study and completion of their 

programmes.  
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For the main study, an expanded cohort will be selected, using the same profile of level 

three students entering HE study at level four. However, the sample, will be larger and 

should therefore give a more representative picture across the HE provision. Therefore, 

it may highlight similarities or differences in different subject areas. If this happens, it 

may be to do with the different pedagogy employed by different course teams, and this 

will need to be taken into account. The sample (details in the timeline) will consist of: 

Two gatekeepers – a curriculum leader and associate Dean or head of teaching and 

learning. 

(Participant – see below) 

As in the pilot, there will be a further cohort of existing level 4 students, prior to 

commencing their level 5 study. This will be to test out their experiences of study and 

how well they feel they were prepared by their level 3 study, how different their 

experiences are at level 4 compared to level 5, relating their answers to concepts of 

resilience, self-regulation and relationships with tutors as factors in successful study and 

completion of their programmes. 

I will obtain my participants through the gatekeeper of their course leader. Once a 

potential participant, who meets the criteria for the study, has been identified and 

agreed between us. I will approach the student as an arranged time, likely in their 

induction or first tutorial session. I will explain the research and its purpose, as well as 

offering them the information sheet if they are initially interested. (Further details under 

‘consent’ below) 

Any participant can request to have any data they have supplied destroyed, provided 

they do so within six months of it being collected to allow for an alternative participant 

to be found. The interviews will be recorded for later transcription and analysis. This is 

explained in the participant information sheet. Data (video or audio tapes, observation 

schedules, field notes) will be stored securely in paper or electronic form for six months 

after that I will destroy any raw data once my research is completed and submitted after 

2018 

Storage of the data collected will be on my own personal home computer only. It is 

password secured and within a locked residence. I have the facility to back up data on a 

secure external disk – also password protected which will remain at the same place. 
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Participants 

The courses selected for participation had the relevant features of being a full-time 

programme of study, attracting students who were both internally progressing and 

externally applying. They also were not courses I teach on, to try and avoid some of the 

issues of insider accounts and possible bias or ethical considerations regarding being in 

the position of assessing students I am also interviewing. 

 

The sample for the pilot study 

Level 3 to 4 consisting of 1 student from 1 course 

Level 4 to 5 consisting of 1 student from 1 course 

One gatekeeper – a curriculum leader from the faculty 

 

The sample for the main study 

Level 3 to 4, consisting of 2 students from 2 different courses 

Level 4 to 5 consisting of 2 students from 2 different courses 

Two gatekeepers – a curriculum leader and associate Dean or head of teaching and 

learning 

 

The staff members who will be interviewed are selected from the wider faculty 

management team which consists of the Dean, associate Dean, head of teaching and 

learning, myself as Quality manager and three curriculum leaders. One of the curriculum 

leaders is responsible for level 3 and so would not have the most appropriate experience 

to talk about level 4 and beyond. Similarly, the Dean does not teach nor is directly 

involved in course management and therefore is also less likely to have recent 

experience of student support and teaching to draw upon.  
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Recruitment procedures 

 

The sampling of the first participant from level 3-4 will be done by identifying all those 

within the cohorts of the selected programmes who have progressed internally from 

other level 3 programmes within the college and selecting a participant at random from 

the subgroup identified.  

The second participant will be identified from 3-4 by creating a list of those externally 

applying to the college and selecting one from this subgroup at random.  

The process will be repeated for the second two participants from level 4-5. 

The curriculum leader selected for the pilot study is randomly chosen, the other is likely 

to form the sample for the main study. Between the dean and head of teaching and 

learning there will be a random selection. 

 

 

 

Consent 

 

In all cases the participant, whether staff or student will be approached, and the purpose 

of the research fully explained. A participant information sheet and consent form will be 

issued if the participant agrees in principal after the initial approach. An initial cooling off 

period of a week will be given, then a second approach which will involve the return of 

the consent form and an opportunity for any further questions regarding either the 

research or the process of the interview. A date, time and venue will then be arranged. 

The right to withdraw will be reinforced at each stage, including at the point of 

interview. Arrangements for withdrawing the use of their data following the interview if 

they wish to withdraw after the interview will also be fully explained at the interview. 

• Participant’s information sheets and consent forms are provided with this form. 

 

 

Locations of data Collection 
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The interviews will take place in tutorial rooms within the faculty of business and science 

at (Details removed). Permission for this will be provided by the Dean of Faculty. Registry 

are also aware of my research and supportive of it as I have already been asked to 

summarise it at the recent higher education conference. 

Consent has now been sought and approved by chair’s action from the college’s own 

ethics committee. – copies of documentation to support this are available on request 

This location is chosen because it is convenient to both participants and the researcher. 

It is relatively neutral in that it is attached to their programme of study and therefore a 

student participant will be familiar with. For the staff participants it is their place of work 

and therefore they will feel relaxed and familiar with the venue. The setting is also 

relatively quiet (more so than a café, for example) and would lend itself to recording 

equipment, etc. as necessary as this could be easily stored locally and used.  

 

 

Other project-related risks 

Data Storage: 

This will be done by myself on my own, password protected PC. It will also be 

anonymised at the point of collection so there is no possibility of participants being 

identified at any stage in the compilation and analysis of data.  

Insurance 

There is no particular extraordinary risk which would not be covered by either Open 

University or my own institutional insurance since it will be carried out in the course of 

my working duties and relates to discussions which may well have been had with 

students as part of the tutorial process. My questions are just more focused towards my 

research.  

 

 

Benefits and knowledge transfer 

Participants would have the opportunity to develop their personal reflection on their 

learning which would feed into the personal and professional development units on 

their programme which encourage and require this as part of their learning outcomes. 
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There will also be the opportunity to use the results to inform CPD within the college 

and across its four sites. 

Both to support students to progress and achieve, but also to meet the Government 

agenda (National Audit office, 2002, HEFCE, 2003, DfES, 2006) (National strategy for 

access and student success, 2014). There would also be potential funding gains for the 

institution from improved retention and achievement.  

The college has a history of the development of its higher education provision which 

broadly matches changing Government policy since 1997, and as such could potentially 

be generalised to other, HE in FE institutions (Bassey, 2001).  

 

Declaration 

 

I declare that the research will conform to the above protocol and that any significant 

changes or new ethics issues will be raised with the HREC before they are implemented.  

I declare that I have read and will adhere to the following two OU documents: 

• OU Code Of Practice For Research and at the Open University 

• OU Ethics Principles for Research involving Human Participants 

http://www.open.ac.uk/research/ethics/index.shtml) 

In order to conform to OU governance guidelines, brief information on OU research 

approved by the HREC will be added to the Research Ethics website. The HREC will assume 

that you agree that the following data from your research can be made public via the 

website unless you tick the box below:  

   

HREC reference number Project title Faculty Approval date Type of HREC 

approval 

    No, I do not wish for details of my HREC approved research to be publicised. 

 

 

Name: 
Elspeth Nelson 

http://www.open.ac.uk/research/ethics/
http://www.open.ac.uk/research/ethics/
http://www.open.ac.uk/research/ethics/human-research/human-research-ethics-full-review-process-and-proforma#applications approved
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Unit/Faculty: 

Education 

Telephone          

(Contact details blanked) 

 

E-mail 
(Contact details blanked) 

Signature(s) 

(this can be the typed name(s) of 

investigator(s) if an electronic copy 

is submitted (which is preferred) 

Elspeth Nelson 

Date:  
24- 8-15 

End of project final report 

Once your research has been completed you will need to complete and submit a final 

report to the HREC.  A copy of the template can be found on the Research Ethics website 

at http://www.open.ac.uk/research/ethics/human-research/human-research-ethics-full-

review-process-and-proforma#final report.  

Proposed date for final report: 
October 2018 
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Appendix 4: The participant information sheet and consent form   
 

(This was summarised to participants at the start of their telephone interview)  

 Date: Sept. 2016 (or date of interview) 

I am currently studying for my Doctorate in education qualification through the Open 

University. My research is looking at level 3 to 4 progression (from A level to first year 

degree level) and trying to understand why some students stay on the course and achieve 

their degree, whereas, for a variety of reasons, some students leave. I am also interested in 

whether their experiences in college, before and during their course, have any effect on 

whether they decide to stay and complete their studies or if there are other reasons for 

changing their minds about degree study.  

Study title  

Why Do students drop out of Higher education in a Further Education college? 
 

Invitation paragraph  

I would very much like you to be part of this study but understand that you need to know 

as much information as possible before you make your decision. Participation is entirely 

optional. To help you make your decision I have written out the following information 

about my research in the format of ‘frequently asked questions’ and I would be grateful if 

you could take the time to read them and if you feel you can take part, complete the 

permission form you have also received. 

What is the purpose of the study and what will happen? 

Participating will involve no more than an hour of your time. We will arrange a mutually 

convenient time and place to fit around your work/study. The Interview can be conducted 

either in person or over the phone.  

The research will involve a small number of semi structured interviews (some questions 

but also some discussion) I will be interviewing staff and students who study or teach on 

level 4 programmes within the college currently, In addition, I aim to interview ex-students 

who began courses but subsequently left for a variety of reasons. The questions will relate 

to their experiences of study at level 4, regarding teaching, learning and expectations as 

well as asking about the support offered by the college. There will not be any sensitive or 

difficult questions. I am especially interested in those students who decided not to 
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continue their studies and how they reached that difficult decision.  I will need participants 

(people taking part) and I would be very grateful if you would agree to be interviewed. 

Why have I been invited to participate?  

I would like you to take part because I am looking for participants who have either joined a 

level 4 course and are currently continuing their studies, or who have joined a course but 

decided to leave before the end.  I want to talk to staff who are directly involved with 

teaching and managing the learning of level 4 students.  

Do I have to take part?  

Taking part in the research is entirely voluntary and participants can opt out at any time. It 

is up to you to decide whether or not to agree to take part. If you do decide to take part, 

you will be given this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a consent form. If you 

decide to take part, you are still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason. 

Choosing to either take part or not take part in the study will have no impact on your 

assessments or future studies.  

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?   

If you decide to take part, you will be asked to give up to an hour of your time. I 

understand that this would-be time which could be used for other activities.  

How will the information I provide in this study be managed?  

To comply with the Data Protection and Freedom of Information Acts, all information 

collected about you as an individual will be anonymised, and personal data will be treated 

as confidential. It will only be available to you, me and my tutor(s). You can request to have 

any data you supply destroyed, provided they do so within six months of it being collected 

to allow for an alternative participant to be found. Data (video or audio tapes, observation 

schedules, field notes) will be stored securely in paper or electronic form for six months 

and that I will destroy any raw data once my research is completed. Anonymised versions 

of the data will appear in the final version of my thesis.  

What should I do if I want to take part and agree to give my consent?  

This will involve signing the consent form and returning it to me.  
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Can I withdraw once the study is underway?  

You can withdraw from the study at any time without giving a reason and there will be no 

adverse consequences if you decide to do so. However, in the interests of completing my 

research, I would ask that you do it within 6 months of the interview so that a suitable 

alternative participant can be found. 

What will happen to the results of the research study?  

I will write up the results of the study in a research report and it will be submitted to my 

supervisor and the Open University for assessment. I will provide you with a copy of your 

research report if you would like to see it. There is also a possibility that the results may be 

published, however any data included will be fully anonymised. 

Ethics Guidelines  

The research will be carried out in accordance with the ethics guidelines of  

The British Educational Research Association.   

Contact for Further Information  

Elspeth Nelson,  

(Contact details blanked) 

Contact me directly for further information if necessary. If you want to talk to someone 

else about your study, you should contact; 

Dr. Alan Floyd (EdD Programme Leader) 

The Open University, Walton Hall, Milton Keynes, MK7 6AA  

Thank you for taking time to read the information sheet.  
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Participant Consent Form (from the Pilot study, in the main study consent was recorded at 
the start of the telephone interview) 
For all students and staff taking part in interviews.  

Title of project:  

What is the nature of transitions between level 3 and level 4 in a general further education 
college? 

Name and address of researcher: Elspeth Nelson, (Contact details blanked) 

 (Please tick the box) 

1. I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet for the above 

study and have had the opportunity to ask questions                                                                                       

 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at 

any time, without giving a reason                                                                            

 

3. I agree to take part in the above study        

4. I agree to being audio recorded         

5. I agree to being video recorded (if necessary)     

    

6. I agree that my data gathered in this study (after it has been anonymised) may be 

stored securely in paper or electronic form and published for the purposes of 

educational research                

 

• Please Note: If, from information you reveal within the interview, you are at serious 

risk of harming yourself or others; or there are concerns for the neglect or abuse of 

children then we will have to share your information with agencies, this may be 

without your permission. If this happens, I will discuss it with you first. 

Name of Participant ____________________ Date__________  

Signature_________________ 

Researcher:       Elspeth Nelson                        Date_________________ 
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Appendix 5: The interview questions 
 
Student prompt questions 
 
The title of the research is: Why Do students drop out of Higher education in a Further 

Education college? 

Questions 

This research is into degree equivalent level study. I am interested in all aspects of how 

your study fitted into your life plan. This includes how you came to your decision to enrol 

on the course, your experiences on the course, but probably most importantly, how 

leaving the course fitted into your life experiences and goals overall. 

The questions are simply to get you thinking so answer as many or as few as you feel you 

can. 

1.       What was the course you enrolled on at the college? 

  

2.       How long were you attending classes for? 

  

3.       Where their people in your life who had previously done a degree course who could 

offered help and advice? 

If so, how useful was the advice? If not, do you think it would have helped if you had had 

someone like that? 

4.       How well did the delivery of the course meet your needs? 

How well did the structure, days of the week, etc. fit into your life? 

Did you think the subjects covered were relevant? 

5.       Did the course prepare you for what you needed to do to complete it? For example, 

with study skills or advice about how to be successful on the course? 

Was the course content what you expected it to be? 

Did you feel supported to study? 

  

6.       How did you get on with other students? Did you make friends? 

 Were their support networks such as Facebook? 

Did your tutor encourage you to work with other students, either in class or in your own 

time? 
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7.       How do you look back on your experiences on the course? Do you feel positively or 

negatively about the time you spent studying? 

  

8.       Tell me about the tutors on the course and how you related to them. 

  

9.       At the point in time where you realised you were having difficulties with your course, 

please describe what happened. 

What were those difficulties? 

Why do you think you had them? 

Who did you tell, and did they help? 

  

10.   What kinds of things were you taking into consideration when you made your decision 

to leave the course? 
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Staff prompt questions 
 

1. What is your role in supporting students to be successful in their HE in FE studies? 

2. Describe the best ways to support level 3 students to successfully become Higher 

Education students? 

3. Describe the main attributes of a successful and high achieving degree student? 

4. How well do courses at level 3 within the college help to develop the necessary 

skills for a student to be successful at level 4? 

5. Thinking about a student who begins their degree course but struggles with the 

demands of the course. Do these students share the same kinds of problems with 

their studies?  

6. What kinds of problems do you think, from your experience, students encounter 

when starting their higher education studies? 

7. Given unlimited resources, what would you do to support students in their 

transition between level 3 and degree level in college? 

8. How important do you think, is the relationship between student and tutor to the 

success of a student on a HE in FE programme? 

9. Do you think there are differences between students who have progressed through 

the college to study at Higher Education level, and those who have either gained 

their entry requirements elsewhere, or taken time out from their studies between 

level 3 and their degree? 

10. What makes a good tutor? 
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Student Services Officer prompt questions  
 

1. Please can you tell me your current job title? 

2. What is the official description of your role? 

3. What would you say your role actually is? If it differs from the official description. 

4. Roughly what percentage of students who leave HE programmes each year do you 

think you are involved with in some way? 

5. What is the main way in which you get involved – are they referred or are you 

proactive in seeking out vulnerable students? 

6. What are the main indicators, to you, that a student may be at risk of leaving? 

7. Can you describe a successful working relationship between you and a tutor which 

could lead to a student staying who would otherwise leave? 

8. Could you describe a typical unsuccessful relationship between yourself and a 

tutor?  

9. Where do you fit within the structure of the college? 

10. What kinds of agencies do you use to refer students on to, both inside and outside 

the college? 

11. What do you think is the single most important change which would support 

students at risk of leaving to stay?  

12. How important do you think your role is in supporting students who would 

otherwise leave their course to stay?  

13. From your experience of students who have made the decision to leave, what kinds 

of reasons do they give?  
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Appendix 6: Amendment to application to human research ethics committee 
 

This is the details of the amendment sent to the OU ethics committee following the pilot 

study and before the main study. The main changes were to the participant groups which 

were now going to include students who had left their higher education in further 

education study.  

(Please note that the checklist data has not changed) 

 

Rationale for Amendment 

Following a first year of research in which my end of year report was not approved for the 

continuation of my research this year, I have made some significant changes to the focus 

of the research and this has affected how my primary research will be conducted such that 

an amendment to my ethical approval may be necessary.  

The research still focuses on progression from level 3 to 4. The context is a large further 

education college which also offers higher education provision. The research arose from 

professional experience in the further and higher education sector spanning 20 years. 

During that time as both a quality manager and as a tutor, I have been concerned with why 

some students who have obviously been successful at level 3 (A level equivalent) commit 

to their level 4 studies but drop out and fail to complete the course.  

In my previous approval, I was concerned with staff and students who study or teach on 

level 4 and 5 programmes within a HE in FE institution. However, rather than focusing on 

those students who have stayed on their courses and achieved their qualification, I now 

intend to interview students who have left the course during their first year of degree 

study.  

The commitment the student makes when enrolling on a level 4 course is wide raging. Not 

just in terms of time but also; financial; in most cases, there will be potential future debt.  

Emotionally and psychologically they will have had to make space in their lives to study 

which may well have compromised or curtailed other activity such as time with family and 

friends or hobbies. In some cases, this commitment may also have involved others in their 

lives to support with childcare and household tasks. So, given the wide-ranging effects of 

their decision to take a further course at level 4, my research seeks to ask, ‘What happens 
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during the level 4 year which means they cannot live up to the commitment they have 

made?’. 

In addition, I will also interview a small number of students who are currently continuing 

with their studies, but for a variety of reasons seem to be struggling to live up to the 

commitment they made. A third group of interviewees will be a small number of relevant 

staff. I will start with learning support staff and also include some tutors who teach at level 

4 to get a broader perspective regarding the possible reasons for students not being able 

to stay and achieve on their course.  

Methods and Recruitment Procedure 

In all cases the interviews will be semi structured, as in the original proposal. This means I 

will have a list of broad areas of questioning but will allow for participants to speak as 

freely as possible about their experiences of study or teaching at level 4 in the college.  

The main cohort of participants will come from students who have enrolled and attended 

for some time (at least a half term) on a programme of level 4 study but have subsequently 

left. This will mean identifying, from college systems, who these possible participants are 

and obtaining their contact details. Following this process, they will need to be 

approached. I intend to do this initially by email. Then I will follow this up with a phone call. 

Only potential participants who respond positively and understand what they are agreeing 

to will be included in the study. I will ensure this by emailing the participant information 

sheet to them as well as explaining either over the phone or in person the purpose of my 

research as well as asking them to give consent either by signing the consent form or by 

email agreement.  

The actual interviews will be no longer than an hour, at a prearranged time and with the 

option of either meeting at a mutually convenient place or by phone or other media such 

as Skype.  

In all other respects the methodology of the data collection will be the same as stated on 

the original ethics form. In particular with regard to recruiting and interviewing a small 

number of existing students and staff at the college.  
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Participants 

I intend to undertake 3 initial interviews with two students who have left their 

programmes and a student who is currently continuing on the course but finding 

committing to their studies currently difficult. I will also interview a learning mentor who 

has responsibility for supporting students at risk of leaving.  

Following those initial pilot interviews, I will expand the cohort of ex-students to around 12 

and will also interview a small number of staff who teach at level 4.  

Procedures for participant support 

Should any students seem to be distressed during the course of the research. This could be 

either at the stage of contacting them, possibly if they have negative feelings around 

leaving the course. It could also be at the point of interview. I am qualified to certificate 

level in counselling myself so would ensure they are fit to leave, having abandoned the 

interview to talk through their issues.  

I would also offer further support from the college as necessary. This could be an 

appointment with a course tutor to discuss continuing their studies or referring them to 

the student engagement officer or the college counsellor depending on what their 

concerns are.  

Interview sample for the pilot study 

• 2 ex-level 4 students who have left the course but have been identified and 

contacted from college records. 

• 1 existing student who may be at risk of leaving the programme as identified by 

their tutor. 

• 1 member of staff responsible for student support 
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Interview sample for the main study 

• 10-12 ex-level 4 students who have left the course but have been identified and 

contacted from college records. 

• 3- 5 existing student who may be at risk of leaving the programme as identified by 

their tutor. 

• 3- 5 staff who teach students on level 4 programmes at Northsall. 

New Schedule 

Year 1 2016-17 

 Participants Data 

collection 

 

Purpose Date 

Pilot Study 

Stage 1 Interview with the 

learning mentor, a 

member of staff 

responsible for 

supporting vulnerable 

students to be retained 

on their programme of 

study 

They will be identified and 

contacted from college 

records 

 

Semi 

structured 

interviews 

 

To explore their 

ideas about why 

some students 

at level 4 fail to 

complete their 

courses. This 

will be noted 

against issues 

suggested from 

the literature 

review but may 

introduce 

reasons not 

previously 

considered be 

either myself or 

Oct/Nov 

2016 

Stage 2 2 students who have left 

their level 4 programmes 

of study after attending 

for a minimum of ½ a 

Semi 

structured 

interviews 

 

Nov/Dec 

2016 
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term and enrolled within 

the last 3-5 years 

other 

researchers. 

Stage 3 Interview an existing 

student who has been 

identified as in need of 

support due to 

attendance below 80per 

cent and tutor concerns 

reported to the student 

engagement officer 

Semi 

structured 

interviews 

 

Dec/Jan 2016 

Main Study 

Stage 1 Interview up to 12 further 

ex-level 4 students who 

enrolled within the last 

five years and attended 

for a minimum of ½ a 

term. 

They will be identified and 

contacted from college 

records. 

 

Semi 

structured 

interviews 

 

To explore their 

ideas about why 

some students 

at level 4 fail to 

complete their 

courses. 

Possible lines of 

enquiry from 

the pilot study 

will be carried 

forward as well 

as again 

employing 

existing ideas 

and concepts 

from the 

literature 

review. 

Jan/Feb 2017 

Stage 2 5 existing student who 

may be at risk of leaving 

the programme as 

identified by their tutor 

Semi 

structured 

interviews 

 

Feb/Mar 

2017 

Stage 3 5 staff who teach 

students on level 4 

programmes at Northsall. 

 

Semi 

structured 

interviews 

 

Mar/Apr 

2017 
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This is the response to the request to amend the ethical procedure which confirms ethical 

approval for the research.  

 

Dr Louise Westmarland Chair, The Open University Human Research Ethics Committee 

Email Louise.westmarland@open.ac.uk Extension 52462  

To                        Elspeth Nelson, Education  

Subject               What is the nature of transitions between level 3 and level 4 in a general 

further education college? 

 

Ref HREC 2015 2071 Nelson AMS (Red) Submitted 24/08/2015 Date 3/10/2016.  

 

Memorandum 

This memorandum is to confirm that the research protocol for the above-named research 

project, as submitted for ethics review, has been given a favourable opinion by the Open 

University Human Research Ethics Committee by Chair’s action as it is thought to be low 

risk. This is on the condition that SRPP approval is received. Please note that the OU 

research ethics review procedures are fully compliant with the majority of grant awarding 

bodies and their Frameworks for Research Ethics.  

Please make sure that any question(s) relating to your application and approval are sent to 

Research-RECReview@open.ac.uk quoting the HREC reference number above. We will 

endeavour to respond as quickly as possible so that your research is not delayed in any 

way.  

At the conclusion of your project, by the date that you stated in your application, the 

Committee would like to receive a summary report on the progress of this project, any 

ethical issues that have arisen and how they have been dealt with.  

Kind regards,  

Dr Louise Westmarland  

 Chair OU HREC 
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Appendix 7: External places of referral by Student Services Officers (SSOs) 
 

This list was produced to highlight the possible sources of support which one of the SSOs 

draws upon in order to support HE in FE students who have been identified as ‘at risk’ of 

leaving, ether by self or tutor referral to the SSO for intervention in order to try and 

support them and prevent them dropping out of their studies.  

 

Possible Interventions offered - in order of escalation.  

Tutor – Academic Support 

Tutor – Pastoral Support 

Student Services Officer Support (SSO) 

Referral to faculty management team 

Referral to various forms of support both internal and external to Northsall 

Internal (examples from SSO interviews) 

Counselling  

Student services for financial or childcare support  

Academic support especially for students with learning difficulties – dyslexia assessment or 

note taking in class, etc.  

External Referrals   

Housing  

Domestic violence  

Mental Health/ Physical Health interface  

Legal Advice Forums and The Citizens Advice Service 

Drug and Alcohol Teams  

Youth Support Services  
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Appendix 8: Summary data from the participants (Table A, B, C and D) 
The Sample 
 
10 ex-students from Northsall were interviewed. Five from Faculty A and five from Faculty 

B. Their responses have not been summarised because their responses have been covered 

more fully in the main discussion chapter and in Appendix 10. Three tutors from Northsall 

were interviewed as well as three Student services officers (SSOs) named in the research as 

June, Mike and Sally who were from three different FEIs, including Northsall, which all offer 

HE courses. Tutors Dee, Martin and Stella all from Northsall were also interviewed, one 

was from faculty A and two from faculty B. Selected data from all interviews is included 

here. The transcriptions were analysed in a variety of ways using thematic analysis. To give 

an overview of the emergence of the themes, these tables were produced.  

 

Student Responses: 

Table A: Summary of Student Attitudes and Outcomes  

The following table of ex-student data summarises their autobiographical information and 

key responses: 

 

Name and 
degree 
subject  
(O=Older 
student) 

Positive/ 
Negative 
Experien
ce of 
college 

Previo
us HE 
in 
family 

Tutor 
suppo
rt 
Y/N 

Relationshi
ps with 
other 
students 

Length of 
attendan
ce 

Reason for 
leaving 

What 
they did 
next 

1.Gill 
Photograp
hy 
 

P N Both  OK  5 
months  

 Mental 
health/not 
coping with 
the 
workload 

Not 
specified  

2.Ellie 
Fine Arts 

N N Both  None Over 2 
years 

Ill health 
became 
acute. 

Not 
specified  

3. 
Valentina 
O 
Travel and 
Tourism 

N Y Y  OK 
(from 
previous 
course) 

 Majority 
of top up 
year 

Not right 
top up 
course and 
too 
different to 
FD 
Difficult life 
circumstanc
es 

Not 
Specifie
d  
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4.Ross 
Sports 
studies 

Both Y Y OK 
(from 
previous 
course) 

 6 
months 

HE not for 
them now. 

Got a 
job 

5. 
Karla 
Criminolog
y 

Both N Both OK Less than 
a month  

Ill health  
Found 
course hard 

Not 
Specifie
d  

6. 
Julia 
O 
Art and 
Design 

Both - Y OK  About 2 
months 

Death of 
Mother  
Wrong 
course 

Continu
ed in 
previous 
career. 

7.Jake 
O 
Journalism 
and Media 

P N Y OK  2 years Ill health  Returnin
g to 
course 
next 
year as 
now well  

8. 
Lana 
Photograp
hy 

Both N Y Too young    3 years Mental ill 
health  
Factors 
outside 
Northsall 
Workload 
became too 
much  

Not 
Specified  

9. 
Leah 
O 
Health and 
Social Care 

N Y  
own  
 

Both OK  Few 
months 

Could not 
access 
course 
materials 
and got 
behind with 
work. 

On job 
training  

10 Kane 
Business 
and 
Manageme
nt 

N N Mainly 
Y 

OK  5 
months  

Mental ill 
health  

Level 2 
in 
Health 
and 
Social 
Care 

 
O = Older learner who is 25+ years. College records revealed that, six of the student 
participants were younger, aged 18-25. Throughout the discussion of findings, students 
over 25 years will be referred to as ‘older’ and those who are 18-25 will be referred to as 
‘younger’ when discussing the ex-student participants. The staff participants often use the 
term ‘mature’ which refers to anyone over 19.  
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Taken from the staff semi structured questionnaire transcripts, tables B, C and D highlight 

where participant responses are similar as a stage in evaluating the themes within the 

primary data.  

 

Table B: Why do students leave their courses or struggle with them? 

Tutor Dee Tutor Martin Tutor Stella 

Mental ill health 
 
Not forming positive peer 
relationships 
 
Needing to work as no 
other means of financial 
support.  
 
Wrong course choice 
 
Struggle with the demands 
of the course and HE study. 
 
Course was not what they 
expected. 
 
Moving out of the area 
 
Not being able to be 
resilient to major life events  
 
Poor support from parents 
 
Mental ill health  
 

Offered full time work. 
 
Personality – not having a 
drive to do well. 
 
Cannot make links between 
the theory and their 
vocational experiences or 
aspirations. 
 
Do not understand that 
academic skills are 
transferable. 
 
Personal disagreements 
between student peer 
groups as groups are small 
in, HE in FE 
 
HE in FE Students believing 
their degree will be like 
school or college and are 
not resilient to timetable or 
tutor changes.  
 
The course is too difficult. 
 
Transition directly from 
level 3 study which do not 
prepare students for HE 
study 

More mature students have 
life experience and are 
more likely to stay. 
 
Poor motivation and not 
enough determination 
 
Personal problems outside 
of college. 
 
Struggle with the demands 
of the course and HE study. 
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SSO Jane SSO Mike SSO Sally 

Expectations of students. 
Not what they thought it was  
 
Too hard academically and 
behind with work  
 
lost interest in that discipline 
or wrong career choice  
 
HE Different to FE and not 
prepared for independent 
learning or poor transition to 
HE   
 
No peer support.  
 
Poor relationship with staff 
but different in different 
subjects (Don’t ever give 
reason as relationships with 
tutors but may be indicated 
by career choice) 
 
FE better relationship and 
attachment with tutor  
 
Personal life 
 
Finances  

Personal issues 
Poor engagement 
with the course  
 
Finances including 
student finances.  
 
Academic issues 

Expectations of students. Not 
what they thought it was going to 
be (IAG) 
 
Too hard academically and behind 
with work  
 
Lost interest in that discipline 
 
Receive offer of employment,  
 
No longer believe they require 
that qualification to pursue a 
certain career. 
 
Mental ill health 
 
Financial issues  
 
Legal problems  
 
Autism or other learning difficulty 
 
Personal problems such as: 
Relationships 
Family member crisis 
Accommodation  
Moving abroad  
 
Expectation of parents to go to 
college and not what the student 
wants. 
 
Poor support from parents 
 
Resilience or personality 
 
Mental ill health and workload 
pressures 
 
Relationships with tutors 
 
Relationships with other students 
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Table C: Risk factors which may predict leaving  

Tutor Dee Tutor Martin Tutor Stella 

Lack of parental support 
 
Struggling financially  
 
Not learned to be 
independent (personally, 
not educationally) 
 
Unrealistic expectations of 
study at degree level and 
poor attitude to learning. 
 
Making the wrong friends 
on the course 
 
Transition from a BTEC 
course at level 3 which is 
‘spoon fed’. 
 
 

Have a set career goal or 
are looking for 
employment. 
 
Do not understand 
independent learning and 
not taking ’full ownership’ 
of learning. 
 
Come from BTECs at level 3 
and expect ‘spoon feeding’. 
 
Do not understand the 
requirements of study at 
degree level. 
 
Difficulties in student peer 
groups 
 
Not taking the identity of 
being a HE student 
 
Working part time 

Poor motivation and 
commitment to study 
 
Personal problems which 
affect study 
 
Poor transition between 
level 3 and 4 
 
Struggle with the demands 
of HE study. 
 
Poor support from their 
tutor who lacks passion, 
patience and empathy 
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SSO Jane SSO Mike SSO Sally 

Poor transition level 3 to 
4 or even 4 to 5/6 
 
Student expectations of 
HE  
 
Poor resilience or wrong 
time of life 

Poor attendance  
 
Poor Student support with 
the course (moving from 
part time to full time for 
more support)  
 
External students who do 
not know tutors or 
Northsall. 
 
Students coming straight 
from level 3, rather than 
mature students in 
employment  

Transition at level 3 to 4 
 
Poor attendance  
 
Single parent with childcare 
issues 
 
Students who apply through 
clearing.  
 
Unrealistic expectations of the 
course 
 
Mental ill health  
 
Mental ill health with the 
addition of workload pressure 
 
Autism or Learning difficulties 
 
Personal issues  
 
Poor organisation of the course 
 
Mature students returning to 
education.  
 
Poor relationship with tutors 
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Table D: What can be done to support students to stay? 

Tutor Dee Tutor Martin Tutor Stella 

Reflective and reflexive 
tutoring which responds to 
student needs both 
pastoral and academic. 
 
Tutors being emotionally 
available to students and 
forming a close 
relationship.  
 
Tutors managing student 
peer groups to ensure 
positive relationships. 
 
Tutor managing student 
expectations and teaching 
emotional regulation.  
 
Tutor having high 
expectations of students.  
 
Guiding students through 
the development of their 
study skills  
 
Ensuring all students basic 
needs are met – warmth, 
health and food needs.  
 
Consistent and appropriate 
timetabling. 
 
Ensuring the curriculum is 
contemporary and students 
can relate to it. 
 
Using the SSO to support 
vulnerable students. 
 
Mentoring by professionals 
already working in the 
sector to raise career 
aspirations 

An enthusiastic and 
experienced tutor who 
tailors their teaching to HE 
in FE student needs. 
 
Bridging courses so 
students understand the 
requirements of academic 
study. 
 
Pastoral support and 
monitoring student 
engagement (Through the 
VLE, attendance, etc.) 
 
Supporting students to 
understand the advantages 
of completing a degree. 
 
Residential experiences for 
the student group to build 
positive relationships 
between tutor and students 
and student peers. 

Regular individual tutorials 
 
Tutor spending more time 
with students to overcome 
their barriers to study and 
knowing students. 
 
Support with academic 
writing and researching 
information. 
 
Support with critical 
thinking and applying it to 
assignments. 
 
Transition between level 3 
and 4 including study skills. 
 
Relationships with tutors 
who can motivate students 
and help them through 
difficulties. 
 
Taster sessions 
 
Transition period at the 
start of the course 
 
Developing students’ 
organisational skills. 
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SSO Jane SSO Mike SSO Sally 

Attitude of staff and 
whether student 
centred. 
 
Checking on attendance 
and managing students 
 
Relationships with tutors 
 
Culture and high 
expectations of students  
 
Support mature 
students who are in 
employment.  
 
Recruiting the right 
students  
 
Students who join 
college at HE level are 
vulnerable.  
 
 
Relationships with other 
students 
 
Changing the delivery 
model of the 
programme 
 
Changing the mode of 
attendance from PT to 
FT for some students so 
they get more support 

Timely support and 
counselling from tutors and 
act quickly to respond to a 
student problem. 
 
Student centred curriculum 
and experience  
 
Success centre for proof 
reading  
 
Employer visit or talk to 
workplace and workplace 
mentor and Support from 
the student’s employer.  
 
Recruiting with integrity  
 
Progression from level 3 – 
Already have relationship 
with tutors.  
 
Having good relationships 
with student peers which 
can mitigate for more 
support from staff  
 
HE students as part of the 
overall college community  
Signposting to help in other 
parts of Northsall – personal 
or financial issues.  
 
The authority to make quick 
and wide-ranging decisions 
to support students and also 
mitigate their concerns. 
 
Ethos and culture of staff 
appreciating student’s 
position in employment and 
studying and high 
expectations by staff.  
 
Staff taking responsibility for 
student achievement 

Timely support from tutors or 
SSOs 
Engaging teaching techniques 
 
Pick up attendance issues 
early.  
 
Keep lines of communication 
open with the student. 
 
Target support and triage 
from quick query to individual 
action plan. One issue can 
turn into many. 
 
Signposting to support – 
counselling, hosing, legal and 
final external to Northsall 
 
Mature students returning to 
education need reassurance. 
 
Personality and resilience 
 
Tool kit, study skills support  
Taster sessions  
 
IAG/interviews and careers 
guidance  
 
Taking a year out to reflect 
and mature.  
 
Work shadowing 
 Trust SSOs to mediate the 
circumstances they are in  
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Appendix 9: Pen portraits of the participants 
 
There were sixteen participants who provided data for the research study. Ten were ex-

student participants and six were staff participants. They included three staff participants 

from Northsall and three SSOs, one from Northsall and two from other local colleges who 

fulfilled a similar role. A brief pen portrait will now be provided for all the participants in 

the research. All the participants were white with no declared ethnicity. This reflects the 

local population. 

 

Student participant pen portraits 

 

The following are brief pen portraits of the ten ex-student research participants. They were 

asked for an indication of whether they were below or above the age of 25, which is 

broadly an adult or older learner at degree level, and they are referred to as ‘older’ or 

‘mature’ in the research. Those below 25 are referred to as ‘younger’. The split of students 

between the two faculties was even, five from each.  

 

1.Gill 

Gill is a younger student who had enrolled on a Photography course in faculty A at 

Northsall. She attended for five months. She had previously completed a year on a graphic 

design course at degree level and despite having a poor experience of tutors on that 

course, she felt she did know what would be expected of her at the point of enrolling. She 

struggled with the workload at degree level study due to mental ill health which became 

acute during the course. She felt that if tutors had helped more with her academic work, 

she could have stayed and completed the course.  
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2.Ellie 

Ellie is a younger student who enrolled on a Fine Arts course in Faculty A. She attended for 

three years because she repeated a year, but still only completed up to level five (second 

year of degree level). She left due to a pre-existing physical illness which she felt could 

have been better accommodated with greater flexibility of delivery on the course, such as 

recorded sessions which she could play back when she felt better. She had good 

relationships with the tutors, but felt they were not able to make up for her missing course 

content. 

 

3.Valentina   

Valentina is an older student who had previously completed a Travel and Tourism 

foundation degree course but most recently was enrolled on a business and management 

degree top up (level six) in faculty B. She left because she felt she was on the wrong 

course. She had wanted to complete a travel and tourism degree but that ‘top up’ was not 

offered at Northsall at the time so she was encouraged to enrol on the business and 

management top up instead. She also reported working full time and being a parent, often 

finding her family responsibilities difficult to manage alongside full-time study. 

 

4.Ross 

Ross is a younger student who enrolled on the Sports Studies course in faculty B. He left 

after around six months of study. He had previously studied at Northsall at level 3 so was 

an internal progressor to HE in FE study. He talks positively about the course and the 

tutors, but he changed his mind about his career plans. He had enrolled on his degree 

programme along with his fellow students from the previous course, but now thinks it may 

have been too soon for him. He subsequently looked for, and found, employment. 
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5.Karla 

Karla is a younger student who enrolled on the Criminology degree course. She left after 

less than a month. She joined Northsall from a different local college where she had also 

studied criminology at level 3. Therefore, she was an external progressor. She suffered 

from poor physical health herself and also talked about being a carer for relatives. Her 

reasons for leaving were a combination of problems with her health and attending 

appointments with relatives which meant she missed content which she found difficult to 

access subsequently on the VLE. She said she found much of the course content a repeat 

of her previous study. She also talks about difficulties with the assessment as it was a 

presentation which made her anxious.  

 

6.Julia  

Julia is an older student who enrolled on an Art and Design course in faculty A. She had 

previously studied at master’s level at another institution. She left after two months as her 

Mother’s health deteriorated and unfortunately, she subsequently died. Julia also reports 

being on the wrong course for her as she only wanted to learn and practice painting, 

rather than take a qualification. Her difficulties with IAG and the applications process are 

covered more fully in Chapter 4. She got on very well with tutors and acknowledges the 

challenging circumstances they faced when the course was changed at a late stage by 

college management.  

 

7.Jake   

Jake is an older student who enrolled on the Digital Journalism and media course in faculty 

A. His partner was also doing a degree at Northsall at the time of the interview. He 

attended for two years before leaving. The full degree programme is three years and he 

intended to return to complete it in the future. He left due to acute physical ill health 

which became incompatible with study. He talks about making the decision to leave as 

very difficult. He talks positively about Northsall and his tutors and he looks forward to 

returning to Northsall.  
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8.  Lana 

Lana is a younger student who enrolled on the Photography course in faculty A. She 

attended classes for three years because she re-sat a year, and it was a three-year degree 

programme. The re-sit meant she had to join a new cohort of students which she found 

difficult, but she says she enjoyed the course and would like to have completed it. She 

found most, but not all, tutors supportive. She left due to acute mental ill health but feels 

she may have been able to complete with a bit more support from the college. 

 

9.  Leah   

Leah is an older student who enrolled on the Health and Social Care course in faculty B. 

She had attended courses at Northsall before, including a recent access course and says 

she enjoys college study. She experienced issues with accessing the college’s VLE from the 

start of the course and they were never properly resolved. This led to falling behind with 

her studies due to not having access to the resources she needed. She is now not sure it 

was the right course for her and perhaps should have considered a nursing degree course 

elsewhere. She reports difficulties with tutors leaving and therefore not being able to offer 

her support consistently. She now works at a local hospital and has now accepted training 

at her workplace.  

 

10 Kane 

Kane is a younger student who enrolled on a Business and Management course in faculty 

B. he attended classes for about five months and worked and studied part time. He 

struggled with the work required at degree level and admits he did not understand it. He is 

very positive about help from tutors but combined with developing acute mental health 

problems he eventually left. He has now changed career to do a level two course in health 

and social care which he really enjoys.  
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Tutor participant pen portraits 

 

Dee 

Dee is a lecturer in legal systems, the course tutor for the Criminology full time degree 

courses and also a curriculum leader in faculty B. She had been teaching at the college for 

fifteen years with, she thinks about five or six of those in the HE department. She talks 

about HE tutors needing to have emotional intelligence and to be non-judgemental of 

students. She expresses an awareness of the WP cohort at the college and the pressures 

students may face in their personal or work lives which could impact their study and 

believes that it is the tutor’s role to help and support with pastoral care as much as 

possible. She is proud of her track record with supporting HE in FE students and in that 

current year she had retained 26 out of 28 students in 2016-17 who started the course.  

  

Martin 

Martin is a course leader for the full-time sports studies degree programmes in faculty B. 

He had been working at Northsall for three months and also had five years of previous 

experience in teaching HE in FE at another local FEI. His perception of HE in FE in 

comparison to traditional HEI practice seems to inform his teaching and approach to 

students. He also strongly believes that for his students, financial considerations often 

outweigh the desire to study and this can mean HE in FE students are not retained. His 

approach to teaching students tends to place the balance of responsibility onto the 

student, rather than the tutor. However, he also understands the additional support WP 

students may need to study and tries to offer it. He often contrasts the support he offers 

with his own expectations and experiences of higher education.  

 

  



An investigation into the significance of resilience in retention on HE courses in a FE college. 

291 
Elspeth Nelson:  T7667363 EdD OU  
   

Stella 

Stella is a course leader for photography in faculty A. This course has a full time and part 

time route. Part time students, who form the majority of the evening provision tend to be 

almost exclusively WP with family and work responsibilities as well as studying. She has 

been at Northsall for ten years and taught on FE courses initially, moving into HE in FE after 

the expansion of this provision in the college five years ago. Her teaching philosophy 

seems centred on the vocational nature of the programmes and ensuring that students 

can apply theory to practice. She talks a lot about supporting students individually to 

develop their academic skills and motivation. She recognises that there is often not enough 

time and resources to support WP students as much as she would like. 

 

Student Services Officers (SSO) pen portraits 

 

June 

June works at a medium sized GFE college and has a HE in FE provision (Ofsted report, 

2016). She works as a support tutor within the HE provision. The role started with an 

exclusively academic support for HE in FE students but, by her own admission, it has 

developed into some pastoral support. June’s role was created as part of a Government 

funded project which [another GFE college locally] have been running this role for two 

years and they think it’s quite successful so, in partnership with [June’s college] secured 

HEFCE funding to set up higher education academic support tutors in two further GFE 

colleges locally. The funding was until March 2019, although June has been retained in her 

role beyond then. The aims of the project are : To increase retention, achievement, 

attainment and facilitate progression, particularly in students from lower socioeconomic 

classes, students with a learning difficulty or with a mental ill health and from data for the 

three colleges there’s a particular emphasis on young, white males. June herself worked as 

tutor and a manager in a HEI for some years prior to this position. She took her current 

role to get back to working more directly with students. Her background seems to inform 

her focus on supporting HE in FE students to develop their independent learning skills and 

aspire to be like students in HEIs. 
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Mike 

Mike works at a smaller GFE college with a small HE in FE provision (Ofsted report, 2016). 

Mike is a manager with responsibility for the teaching, learning and assessment for a 

curriculum area. The HE in FE provision in the college is so small, that his role includes both 

teaching on a HE programme and a supervisory position which means he is consulted 

about student retention matters and offers advice in the same way that the other SSOs do. 

In the last few years, he had also been the assistant principal of a larger GFE college and 

therefore had significant experience of managing in the FE sector. His position as both 

manager and tutor gave him an insight into on the financial dilemmas and pressure which 

FE colleges can face when trying to effectively support students. The dissonance he can 

feel between supporting the students, supporting the staff and meeting his institutional 

targets is apparent in his transcript. 

 

Sally 

Sally works at a larger GFE. She has worked there for eight years, the first three in an FE 

department and five years ago she moved across to work with HE students. She came to 

the college straight from her own degree level study and empathises with the experiences 

of, often WP, Higher Education in FE students. Her role is wide ranging and covers many 

aspects of student support and engagement, including attendance monitoring, coaching 

students with personal issues and making appropriate referrals for support (such as those 

in Appendix 7). She also mediates between staff and students who are struggling to stay on 

their HE in Fe programmes. Sally is the only staff participant who has never taught, but she 

does draw on her personal experience of HE study when advising students.  
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Appendix 10:  Nine ex-students’ resilience tables 

 

The remaining seven ex-student participant’s stories will be mapped against Figure 4 in the 

main thesis, Chapter 5, section 5.1.5 (Figure 4, page 196). Then the issues will be taken 

from the student stories and placed on a resilience table in the same way as Julia’s, which 

is also in Chapter 5 (Figure 5, page 199). I have left the scoring on the tables blank, unlike 

Julia’s in the main text. This is because the scores against Julia’s story were illustrative for 

the purposes of demonstrating the retention ‘toolkit’ and represent my assessment of the 

strength of the stressor, rather than Julia’s own. Only the student themselves can 

definitively determine what stress to their resilience, if any, is posed by individual factors. 

The act of completing the scores is dependent upon the personal significance of the issue 

to the student and, to be meaningful to the student concerned, needs to be done by them 

or in conjunction with their tutor or SSO. The intention is to open up a conversation 

between the student and staff member which the research has found to be important to 

supporting student resilience and ultimately retention. The extrapolation in this appendix 

is illustrative. 

 

1.Leah’s table 

The flow chart in Figure 4 (page 196) could also be mapped to Leah’s story as she had 

previous positive experiences at Northsall and good motivation to study (box 1,2,4). Then 

she experiences difficulties with accessing learning materials as an institutional factor 

which could risk withdrawal (box 5,6,7,10). This led to falling behind with her studies due 

to not having access to the resources she needed. When she cannot access the help, she 

needs to resolve her IT problems, it becomes a major issue (box 11,12). She is now not 

sure it was the right course for her and perhaps should have gone onto a degree course 

elsewhere. She cannot get support from her tutors as experiences a lot of difficulties with 

them leaving and therefore not being able to offer her consistent support (box 13)  

 

She marshals her own resilience to make further attempts to mitigate these factors by 

continuing to ask for help from tutors, IT support services and even the head of the 

department still do not resolve her institutional stressors (box 16,17). College interventions 
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are therefore insufficient and untimely. Ultimately, this means she drops out of her Higher 

education in Further education study (box 19,20,21). Leah’s story has also been mapped 

onto a table to assess enablers against stressors. It is a summary of her resilience factors, 

staff and students could assess the scores as a shared activity: 

 

Enablers Strength  Stressors Strength  

Meeting the course 
requirements 

 Difficulties with accessing course 
materials.   

 

Positive previous FE 
experiences 

 Unable to resolve these ICT 
difficulties herself and unable to 
get help from staff, the head of 
department or the wider college 
to resolve them which escalated 
the problem to a major issue 

 

Leah demonstrates good 
personal resilience in 
continuing to seek support to 
resolve her problems and 
reporting the issue to the 
head of department  

 This leads to doubts about being 
on the right course for her 

 

 

 

 

2. Ellie’s table 

Ellie was a student who enrolled on a Fine Arts degree course in Faculty A at Northsall (box 

1). She attended for three years because she repeated a year, so completed up to level five 

(boxes 2,4). She left due to a pre-existing physical illness which she felt could have been 

better accommodated (boxes 5,6,7,10).  The structure of the course and deadlines for 

submissions did not meet her health needs and she missed classes (boxes 11,12,). Ellie 

would have liked greater flexibility, such as recorded sessions which she could play back 

when she felt better. She had good relationships with most of the tutors but felt some 

were better than others at explaining the work. She felt her tutors offered support, but it 

was not always what she needed or in the way she needed it and they were not able to 

make up for her missing course content. She did not believe making friends was important 

and she did not make any. She eventually left as she missed too much course content (box 

13). 
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Enablers Strength  Stressors Strength  

Ellie completed three years 
of study so is able to study 
and seems to have good 
personal resilience. 

 Periods of ill health and medical 
appointments were not catered for 
on the course and Ellie missed 
content 

 

  Tutors were not able to offer the 
academic support she needed, just 
pastoral support. 

 

 

3. Valentina’s table 

Valentina had previously completed a travel and tourism foundation degree course and 

most recently was enrolled on a business and management degree top up (level six) in 

faculty B (box 1). She had wanted to complete a travel and tourism degree but that ‘top 

up’ was not offered at Northsall at the time. This meant Valentina started the course with 

a major stressor to her resilience (boxes 2,3). The content of the business and 

management course she did take did not meet her needs or interests (boxes 5,6,7). She 

did not make friends on the course as the other students had formed friendship groups 

already from their previous course. She also reported working full time and a parent and 

reports her life as, ’complicated’. She left because she felt she was on the wrong course 

(box 8). She speaks positively about the tutors on the course and their ability to support 

her with understanding the work, but it was the wrong content as far as she was 

concerned and so her staff support was not effective for her. (boxes 11,12,) Valentina 

admits that she did not want to get ‘low grades’ and would rather have left than do that, 

which she did (box 13).  

 

Enablers Strength  Stressors Strength  

Previously completed a 
course of study at HE level 
so likely able to study at 
degree level 

 Made the wrong course choice  

  Working full time and having 
parental responsibilities 

 

  ‘Complicated’ personal life  

  Unwilling to complete the course 
with ‘low grades’  
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4. Ross’s table 

Ross was a student who enrolled on the sports studies course in faculty B (box 1). He left 

after around six months of study. He had previously studied at Northsall at level 3 so was 

an internal progressor to Higher Education (boxes 2,3). He had progressed to HE along with 

his fellow students and so had supportive relationships with them. He talks positively 

about the course but feels he changed his mind about his career plans (boxes 5,6). He 

made the decision to leave. This meant that despite reporting positive relationships with 

tutors, they were unable to influence Ross to stay on the course. (boxes 7,8) He now thinks 

it may have been too soon for him to do a HE course. He left the course and subsequently 

looked for, and found, employment. 

 

Enablers Strength  Stressors Strength  

 Completing previous level 3 
and so is able to commit to 
study  

 May experience stress from level 3 
to 4 transition. 
 

 

  His feelings about HE in FE study 
changed, he felt it was too soon for 
HE study and wanted to look for 
employment 

 

 

 

5. Karla’s table 

Karla enrolled on the criminology course (box 1). She left after less than a month. She 

joined Northsall from a different local college where she had also studied criminology at 

level 3. Therefore, she was an external progressor and may have had less knowledge and 

information about what the course may entail.  She also suffered from poor physical health 

and her resilience seemed poor at the start of the course. (boxes 2,4) She also reported 

being a carer for her wider family (boxes 5,6). Karla also felt the course content seemed a 

repeat of her previous study. She also talks about difficulties with the assessment as it was 

a presentation. Her reasons for leaving were a combination of problems with her health 

and needed to attend appointments which meant she missed content. She found difficult 

to accessing the VLE to catch up difficult and this became more serious as the course 
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progressed and the work, she missed increased (boxes ,7,8). She had friends on the course 

and reports a mix of good and bad relationships with tutors but does not believe they 

could have helped her to stay (boxes 11,12). She reports leaving due to difficulties in her 

personal life and on the course as she did not want to do the presentation for the 

assessment (box 13). 

 

Enablers Strength  Stressors Strength  

Completing previous level 3 
and so is able to commit to 
study 

 Karla unhappy with the course 
content she felt was repeating her 
pervious study 

 

  Poor physical health and attending 
health appointments with family 
she cared for meant missed 
content 

 

  Difficulty accessing the VLE to catch 
up with course work 

 

  Karla did not want to do the 
assessed presentation and no other 
option seemed possible. 

 

 

 

6. Lana’s table 

Lana was a student who enrolled on the photography course in faculty A (box 1). She 

attended classes for three years because she re-sat a year and it was a three-year degree 

programme which demonstrates her persistence and resilience (boxes 2,4). The re-sit 

meant she had to join a new cohort of students which she found difficult (boxes 5,6). 

Previous ill health, depression and anxiety returned and became acute (boxes 7,8). She 

found most, but not all, tutors supportive. The help they offered was with managing her 

work, deadlines and workload (boxes 11,12, 13). The help she felt she needed was outside 

college, counselling, etc. She says this was not offered to her at college, even though 

Northsall does have a counselling service.   

Enablers Strength  Stressors Strength  

Completing previous level 3 
and so is likely to be able to 
commit to study 

 Joining a new cohort of students 
which means peer relationships 
and support are lost 
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Attending for two years 
indicates good motivation 
to study and resilience 

 Depression and anxiety returns and 
becomes acute 

 

  The support offered to Lana did not 
meet her needs. She was not 
offered counselling which is 
available at Northsall 

 

 
7. Kane’s table 

Kane is a student who enrolled on a business and management course in faculty B (box 1). 

he attended classes for about five months, worked and studied part time, so his resilience 

is difficult to assess without consulting him. As a first generation HE student his knowledge 

of study may have been limited (boxes 2,3). He struggled with the work required at degree 

level and admits he did not understand it. He has now changed career to do a level two 

course in health and social care which he really enjoys so HE in FE study may not have 

been suitable for him at this time (boxes 5,6, 7,8). He is very positive about help from 

tutors but talks about not being able to make use of their help as he did not understand 

their explanations. He did not want to trouble them further by asking for multiple 

explanations (boxes 11,12). Further developing acute mental health problems led to 

eventually leaving (box 13).  

 

Enablers Strength  Stressors Strength  

Completing previous level 3 
and so is able to commit to 
study 

 Worked and studied part time  

  First generation HE  

  Struggled with the work required, 
found it hard to understand. As he 
is now on a level 2 programme, he 
may have been on the wrong 
course for him. 

 

  Was unable to make use of the 
support offered by tutors. 

 

  Mental ill health became acute  
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Appendix 11: Example checklist to assess student resilience on HE in FE programmes 

 
This checklist could be used as an initial stage in the retention ‘toolkit’ to try and gain an 

idea of the HE in FE student’s vulnerability to not being retained. It should follow a 

discussion about the meaning of resilience and how helpful or otherwise the concept may 

be to understanding how HE in FE students can be retained on their programmes of study. 

It could enable staff, and eventually management, to be alerted to possible individual 

retention problems and perhaps ultimately to college wide issues. Following a class wide 

session to use this, the table which is based on Lewin’s (1947) forcefield model could be 

used in follow up small group or individual sessions. This is so that the student themselves 

could raise their awareness further of positive and negative stressors in order to try and 

work out how they could facilitate more of Eisenburg et al.’s, (2009) ‘enablers’ to their 

study and enough individual resilience to complete their degree level programme.  

 

Dear Student,   

Your personal tutor and course team hope that you are enjoying your degree level course 

at the college.  In order to effectively work to together to ensure you succeed in your 

studies, we would like to take this opportunity to invite you to assess how well you are 

managing with the demands of the course and whether you may need any additional help 

or support. Please answer the following questions as honestly as you can. Your personal 

tutor will be inviting you to discuss the outcome of the results with them, but if you feel 

there is anything you would like to discuss more urgently you can contact……. (tutor) or 

……(designated support staff/SSO) at any time.  

 
Student self-assessment 
Please put a tick in the appropriate box to indicate how you feel about this statement at 
the moment:   

Score 
against the 
statement 

Description Score 
against the 
statement 

Description 

1 Completely Agree 6 Disagree a little 

2 Substantially Agree 7 Disagree a lot 

3 Mostly Agree 8 Mostly disagree 

4 Agree a little 9 Substantially disagree 

5 Neither agree nor disagree 10 Completely disagree 
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 Statement 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

A The advice and guidance I 
received when joining this 
course was helpful and 
described fairly closely what 
the course I am taking is like. 

          

B (students who are working) 
My employer is supporting 
with me attending my course 
at college 

          

C Outside my lessons, the 
college services, such as IT 
and student support are 
effective for me. 

          

D I can usually meet college 
taught session attendance 
requirements  

          

E I have built a reasonable or 
good working relationship 
with my tutor. 

          

F I feel my tutors understand 
me and how I am able to 
learn. 

          

G I get on alright with the other 
students on my course. 

          

H Attending lessons matters 
and the college will get in 
contact with me if my 
attendance gets worse. 

          

I Can talk to my tutor or 
someone else at the college 
about a difficulty I am having 
either on the course or in my 
personal life and I know they 
will listen to me and try to 
help.  

          

J I am someone who is 
determined to complete my 
course and get my 
qualification. 

          

K I do not have any physical 
health problems or those 
physical health problems I 
have feel manageable to me 
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L I do not have any mental 
health problems or those 
mental health problems I 
have feel manageable to me 

          

 
Total        / 120 
 
Outcomes 
 
When marks are added up for all Questions. Does this reflect how you feel about your 

course at the moment? 

0-19 – I am feeling good about my course and feel like I am progressing. 

20-59 – I am feeling alright about my course at the moment. 

60- 79 –I am Struggling with my course and need help from the college. 

80- 99 – I am struggling a lot with my course and need urgent help from the college. 

100- 120 – Having great difficulties with my course and feel like I cannot cope. I would be 

happy to accept help from the college offered now but it may be too late.  

If you think your score does not reflect where you are on this scale, and you believe you 

are really 60 or above, make an appointment with your tutor or other designated support 

staff and discuss where you are and what help you think you need right now.  

 


