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ABSTRACT

This thesis describes a qualitative, interview-based case study of the experiences of
adult female learners accessing/reaccessing Higher Education following a Widening
Participation (WP) route on a part-time Physiotherapy undergraduate course and
an accelerated Masters course in Occupational Therapy at a single HEL The
research questioned student and staff perceptions of and attitudes to study, and to
what extent the HEl had adapted its pedagogic approaches to accommodate
student learning preferences. Data are drawn from discussions with sixteen

participants, comprising four students and four tutors on each course.

The research outcomes revealed a tension between the tutors’ theoretically and
ideologically driven views on teaching and learning, which included responding to
diverse student needs, and the more pragmatic orientations of the students and
their tutors. These were underpinned in the students’ case by the financial need to
gain a qualification in spite of the constraints of time and family life, and on the
tutors’ and institution’s part by the need to attract student numbers and to meet
completion targets in spite of shortages of time, staffing and space. Analysis of the
responses of students and tutors draws on Bernstein’s theory of
recontextualisation, in which ideas such as WP undergo significant transformations
first in the official policy process then when they are put into practice. The study
also draws on Bernstein’s account of pedagogic identities, which describe how
teachers and institutions negotiate teaching and learning processes within the
competing demands of market forces, mandated policy and their own local
ideologies and circumstances. In its exploration of the meaning of WP and its
underpinning rationales, the research suggests that the pragmatic approach of the
institution has the effect of widening access in terms of course eligibility but failing
to offer correspondingly inclusive pedagogies, more flexible curricula, or adequate

student support services.
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Personal Statement

This statement is a reflection of my experiences and professional development
throughout the EdD programme. | started the course as someone who viewed
himself as, first and foremost, a clinician who was involved in professional
vocational education, not as a ‘real’ teacher. In addition, that clinical view focused
exclusively on my own profession of Podiatry rather than other clinical disciplines.
When | embarked on the EdD | was in my late forties and at a fairly senior level both
academically as the departmental tutor in a university department and
professionally, as the department was in a specialist hospital, educating future
Podiatrists as well as post-graduate students. Allied-Health-Professions (AHP) in a
way have come late to the academic table in a true education sense: staff were
expected to develop their academic qualifications but were ‘too valuable’ to be
released from teaching duties to undertake full-time study. Therefore, the part-

time taught EdD was the ideal solution for me.

The first aspect of the taught programme on the EdD | chose to follow at the
Institute of Education, Foundations of Professionalism, helped me to consider
myself as being a member of two professions, a health-care professional and an
educator. Previously, my sense of ‘belonging’ had been to my own profession of
Podiatry, and not in the wider sense of education or other health professions. Two
significant changes happened: first, | realised that, despite the diversity of my peer
group of students on the EdD, we had common ‘shared’ problems and experiences;
second, my reading of wider academic/educational texts (not directly related to my

own profession) increased significantly.

The Foundations of Professionalism, and in particular the concept of de-
profressionalisation, enlightened my understanding of and interest in educational
issues in the context of wider government policy. Prior to this | was enormously
territorial, protecting the borders of my own profession without recognising the
similarities, not only of other health professions, but of any profession. The shared
experiences of other students in my cohort group made me recognise that the

issues that | had assumed were exclusive to my own department were in fact
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common to most educational courses - most notably attempts by government to
exert control over education. Clarke and Newman’s (1997), ‘The Managerial State’
clarified, for me, the overbearing nature of the State and its determination to
diminish the strength of the ‘Professions’. The Foundations module highlighted the
determination of government to remove ‘professional privileges’ from professional
bodies in an attempt to deregulate all professions who were seen as a threat to
government policy. These bodies, perhaps like Trade Unions, were interpreted as
agents who would oppose change rather than assist development, so that what has

emerged is a form of forced managerialism.

Lectures by Louise Morely on feminism and feminist teaching and her book
‘Organising feminism: Micro-politics of the Institution’ (1999) were seminal in the
development of my thinking about where | was positioned professionally and as a
researcher. | was a male, but belonged to a ‘female-gendered’ profession — like all
AHPs - and had not understood how historically those ‘semi or quasi’ professions
had been disenfranchised as a result of women’s rights having been seen as
secondary alongside those professions populated predominantly by men such as
medicine and law. | was also a member of an academic department which was part
of a Medical School that was dominated by men, working in a hospital that, as well
as the responsibility of teaching students, had to provide professional care to
patients of the hospital: therefore, having to provide care on several different
levels. In addition, | was a part-time mature student on the EdD, along with having
the additional responsibilities of home life and parenthood. Ultimately, | could
identify strongly with all the participants in what would eventually become my

Thesis.

The Methods of Enquiry (MOE) 1 and 2 assignments undertaken on the EdD course
were prompted by concerns | had regarding student attrition rates in my
department and how the commissioners of the course (the NHS) used these figures
to exert influence upon what we were doing. For example, student numbers were
entirely dictated by the commissioners — not the university or our NHS Trust
partners. What emerged from the MOE study and from desk top research of

current relevant literature (including Ball, Callendar, Yorke and Archer) was that
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one of the principal factors related to student dropout was the issue of Widening
Access and Participation (WP) for students from non-traditional backgrounds
coming into Higher Education. Our department was in an élite ‘Russell Group’
university, yet our department had been highlighted as ‘an example’ of WP in
practice. Specifically, we had an ethnically diverse set of students, mainly female,
who were adult learners, and several had come from recognised ‘Access’ courses
rather than the traditional ‘A’ level route. The group most successful in accessing
our course, who continued to succeed in the face of quite significant adversity,
were mature female students, several of whom | had had dealings with in a pastoral
role and for whom | had a deep empathy for the ways in which they were
overcoming so much to be in a position to study. The research for these
assignments involved reviewing the major reports on WP from Robbins (1963)
through to Dearing, Fryer and Kennedy (1997) and their recommendations, in
addition to major policy documents affecting AHP courses such as ‘Meeting the
Challenge’ (2000), which stressed the importance of increasing student numbers by
adopting WP initiatives. | came to understand the extent to which we were engaged
ourselves in adopting this policy more as a convenient way to get students to fill our
places than as a specific altruistic mission. One effect of this was that no real
consideration had been given to adjusting our curriculum, pedagogy or assessment

in the light of our changing student demographic.

The MOE 1 and 2 courses and assignments also enabled me to gain insights into the
methods and methodologies of sociological research — all of which was quite new
to me. Of especial help was Robson’s book on ‘Real World’ research and the work
of Patton, Polgar and Thomas and Oppenhiem - all of which contributed to my
understanding of what | was doing, or had been doing, and how this would
influence my decision-making towards my professional development. | used data
from my assignments for MOE 1 and 2 to give a lecture on Student Attrition to an
international Podiatry Educators conference in Paris, and the subject appeared to

have world-wide interest and to affect most delegates.

By the time | undertook the EdD’s Initial Specialist Course, on Curriculum, Pedagogy

and Assessment, it was clear to me that the educational construct of our course was
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wrong for the learning needs of the WP students, and that it was essential that we
construct an approach that included more flexibility and served the needs of all the
students. It was by engaging with the wider educational work of the likes of
Bernstein, Ball, Eisner, Dewey, Gardner, Moore, Piaget and Vygotsky, that | realised
how prescriptive our curriculum, pedagogy and assessment regimes had been. In
order to find a curriculum that would encompass WP, innovative approaches would
have to be made. In this regard, | identified very much with the ideas of Lorrie
Sheppard (2000), whose vision was based on the premise that all students can
learn, however diverse their background, and that the subject matter still has to be
challenging, aimed at higher order thinking rather than passive pedagogic
approaches. The learning theories that now seemed particularly appropriate to me,
for education on professional courses, might be described as cognitive and
constructivist. | was particularly influenced by the notion of students being more
involved in all aspects of the learning process. For instance the concept of problem-
based-learning seemed to enable learners to construct knowledge and
understandings within a social context where new learning was shaped by prior
knowledge and cultural perspectives that would draw upon experiences of diverse

learners and forge a deeper level of understanding.

The shorter, Institution Focused Study (IFS) completed prior to this major thesis
enabled me to incorporate what | had learned from the previous assignments and
include each of the elements into the investigation of what effect WP students had
had on our department, specifically how we could use the results of the IFS to alter
our course to become more student-centred. The onset of this study coincided with
my promotion to Head of Department and a major curriculum review. As such, my
IFS, involving canvassing opinions from all stakeholders involved in the course
(including student and staff opinions), could not have been more opportune. A
specific aim of this study was to explore via these attitudes and perceptions how
the WP initiative may have fundamentally altered the department in terms of
curriculum, pedagogy and assessment as well as broader attitudes towards (and
understandings of) learners and learning. While reviewing the literature for the

study it became apparent that an enormous amount of government rhetoric was
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expended on the subject of their WP objectives from White Papers, especially the
2003 Future of HE and the 2004 Higher Education Act, House of Commons select
committees resulting in HEFCE, DFES and DoH reports (often with seemingly
conflicting recommendations). These interventions prompted significant academic
reviews from the likes of Stephen Gorard (et al 2006) and David Watson (2006) on
WP which were far reaching and suggest that ‘barriers’ must be overcome, on a

number of levels, for HE to be inclusive for all students regardless of background.

After the data collection process for the IFS, at a point where the information would
be relevant to effect change, change came about from external sources. The NHS
had embarked on (yet another) reorganisation, which meant that we had new
commissioners who decided to commission the course from a new provider
university. | made a decision this was not the direction for me personally, and had
to complete the IFS while adjusting to a new working relationship resulting in an
inevitable delay in the completion of the IFS. However, upon completion it was
clear from the evidence that we were locked into a ‘numbers not quality of
education’ contract. This involved tinkering with pedagogy in terms of curriculum
delivery and assessment while simply adapting the old traditional three-year degree
course rather than producing an individually tailored flexible programme. It became
more apparent than ever that staff and students were focussed on getting
everything done and completed on time; there was no time for reflection on what
we were learning. Mature female students were by far the majority of those
accessing the course via a WP route in our case, and a major problem they
identified in the IFS was the inflexibility in the timing of the course; specifically, it
was a very ‘full’-time three-year course that did not enable them to give sufficient
time to their education and to deal with often very complex home lives. It did
appear to me that progressively education was being taken over by what Jones and
Thomas (2005) describe as a utilitarian approach focussing on ‘training’ rather than
educating to a higher level: i.e. what we were doing was simply training a workforce
rather than providing an education, and therefore not fulfilling the role of higher

education providers to enable students to expand their own horizons.
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My own professional development subsequently extended into post-graduate
courses for other AHPs and course inspections on behalf of professional bodies. |
was moving away from teaching to effecting change in course delivery both in my
own profession and other AHPs. This gave me the opportunity to extend my
research in my final Doctoral Thesis to build upon the results of my I[FS.
Circumstances that produced a time-lapse in those studies meant | was able
through the Thesis to examine pedagogic inclusion in professional education by
looking at two courses set up to enable WP in two different AHP disciplines from
my own, although similar in principle. This gave me the opportunity to take forward
my research on WP with AHPs in HE but now with the benefit of being an outside
observer rather than an ‘insider’. Not having the responsibility for a programme
gave me the time for critical reflection and equally the time to read more
extensively. There is a real lack of educational writing in most of the AHP literature
(nursing and social workers fair better) which has led me to examine both
sociological and educational texts and draw comparisons — particularly from

‘teacher training’ - to highlight issues.

| have seen a natural progression to my own professional development at each
stage of the EdD. My understanding of inclusive pedagogical issues, gender issues in
a professional context, as well as central government’s attempts to intervene at all
levels of the educative process have informed my practice in the work | am
currently involved with, and in conclusion | am very much more of an educationalist
now than the clinical teacher | started the EdD as. | have a desire to ensure that we
educate future AHPs to become critically reflective thinkers rather than simply

training them for the workforce.
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PART ONE
CHAPTER 1. Introduction: background to the research

The Widening Participation (WP) agenda in the UK, sometimes known as the access
agenda (Burke 2002), has been a long-term governmental educational strategy
supported by successive administrations aimed at removing barriers to continuing
education and introducing a system based upon individual merit rather than
privilege (Gorard et al 2006, Watson 2006). During the period of my research (2002-
2010), and indeed the period immediately prior to this, there has been a Labour
administration that, through its actions and policies, has appeared committed to
widening educational participation. (Whether the current administration continues
to be remains to be seen). Thus, Williams (1997:42) has described Labour’s
intentions in this area as:

‘[A] project to reform the welfare state and regenerate the national

economy ... a hegemonic position .. a meritocratic version of

access.’
Burke (2002:14) maintains that this was a central plank of Labour’s ‘radical politics’
to transform Higher Education (HE) by putting marginalised groups at the centre of
knowledge reconstruction. Widening participation and access to Higher Education
has been a focus of post war educational policy which seeks to remove barriers to
continuing education and introduce a system based upon individual merit rather
than privilege, and so was an important policy objective for the Labour government
(Blanden and Machin 2004). From an historical perspective the significant move
towards WP came in 1963 when the Robbins Inquiry Committee Report laid the
foundation for the present policy on WP and access. This indicated that, ‘courses of
Higher Education should be available for all those who are qualified by ability and
attainment to pursue them and who wish to do so’ (Robbins 1963). ‘Access’ is
defined in the report and subsequently as the widening of opportunity for students
from non-traditional backgrounds and under-represented groups to participate in
Higher Education (HEFCE 1996). Broadly speaking, these groups include: mature
people over the age of 21 accessing Higher Education, ethnic minority groups,

students from low income families, and students with a recognised disability
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(HEFCE 1996). The traditional route for entry to Higher Education described as the
‘Royal Route’ - i.e. 5 good GCSE’s and 2 ‘A’ levels followed by a fuil time degree -
could be described as being highly competitive, with the prescriptive goal at ‘A’
level forming a very narrow entry gate to 18 year-old pupils from school or further

education {Stanton 2008, cited in Kingston 2008).

Prior to the Labour administration it had been under the Conservative
administration that major reports on WP and access were commissioned.
Simultaneous reports in 1997 by Sir Ron Dearing, Helena Kennedy QC and Professor
R.H. Fryer separately focussed on aspects of WP and accessing Higher Education
(HE), Further Education (FE) and both HE and FE, and proposed a number of
recommendations, with common themes emerging from all three reports.
Subsequent reports, such as ‘The Future of HE’ (2003) and the passing of the Higher
Education Act (2004), set down the government’s objectives for WP, and
significantly informed my own initial research in this field (see personal statement,
above). Baroness Kennedy {2008) later expressed the opinion that there was still
unfinished business in WP with regard to the 1997 Learning Works Report, stating
that:

‘The hope given words in 1997 still has currency in 2008, that
widening participation initiatives will improve and increase access to
learning to a much broader cross-section of the potential learners,
giving them opportunities for success and progression, thereby
creating a lifelong learning society,” (Kennedy 2008, cited in Kingston
2008).

Extending this philosophy a little further, Baroness Kennedy, in a lecture to

Birmingham University, in 2009 argued that:

‘For a significant number of people, the ‘royal route’ to HE remains
barred and this is where the importance of the further and adult
education sectors comes to prominence..... And these students also
tend to represent a highly diverse section of the population in terms
of social class, ethnicity, gender and disability.” (Kennedy 2009).
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The WP and access government policy agenda in the Higher Education sector
might be described as having focused mainly on two broad imperatives. One of
these is a perceived national economic need as a response to a reduction in
industrialisation and the national capacity for manufacturing (LMST 2000),
which has resulted in an increased demand for the supply of people with higher
levels of knowledge and skills in areas such as the service industries, including
welfare. The second imperative, which was emphasised by the then
government, concerns itself with social inclusion: an attempt to widen
participation to Higher Education to traditionally under-represented groups in
adult education (LMST 2000) as of value in itself. Within this latter rationale, HE
is seen both as a world of learning to which no one who can benefit should be
excluded and as a means of raising social and political consciousness (LMST
2000). In the introduction to a Campaign for Lifelong Learning report Hartley
(CEO) (2008) maintains:

‘If we are to achieve our social justice ambitions, individuals must
not be turned away from higher education, or channelled into one
specific type of HE provision, simply as a result of their background
or previous qualifications.... Expanding part-time provision and
routes through from vocational Level 3 qualifications is desirable,
but we must guard against a ghettoised system in which privileged
young people follow the ‘royal route’ from A levels to full-time first
degrees while young people and adults with fewer advantages
follow a part-time route into higher education only via vocational
sub-degrees without achieving parity of esteem. We need a radical
review to ensure that all young people and adults - and particularly
young people and adults with few economic advantages - can enrich
their lives through learning.’ (Hartley 2008, cited in Corney et al
2008:3)

Both participation and access can, of course, be interpreted and understood in a
number of ways - a point crucial to the central argument of this thesis, and one that
will be returned to in more depth in the final chapter. (Similarly, there might exist
factors behind WP and access other than those to be found in official discourses: for
example, universities’ growing need to ‘balance the books’ by increasing student
numbers.) The definition of WP has developed and certainly varies according to the

literature (see for example, Robbins 1963, Dearing 1997, Burke 2002, Gorard et a/
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2006). However, a fairly broad-based definition by the Teaching and Learning
Research Programme (TLRP cited in Watson 2006: 4), which also touches on its
rationale, describes WP as:

‘taken to mean extending and enhancing access to HE experiences of
people from so-called under-represented and diverse subject
backgrounds, families, groups and communities and positively
enabling such people to participate in and benefit from HE. People
from socially disadvantaged families and/or deprived geographical
areas, including deprived remote, rural and coastal areas or from
families that have no prior experience of HE may be of key concern.
Widening participation is also concerned with diversity in terms of
ethnicity, gender, disability and social background in particular HE
disciplines, modes and institutions. It can also include access and
participation across the ages, extending conceptions of learning
across the lifecourse, and in relation to family responsibilities,
particularly by gender and maturity.’

This description comprehensively articulates most of the broadly understood
elements of WP, and at the same time highlights the complexity of the debate (this
complexity is reviewed in more detail in Chapter 3). Watson (2006:4) argues that
WP ‘is not just, or even primarily, about minorities’. It is, rather, a complex matter,
in which many variables can and do overlap - as a result of which there have been
difficulties associated with adopting WP as a concept on a number of levels. Gorard
et al (2006), in their extensive review of WP research, use the metaphor of
‘barriers’ to participation in HE, which suggests an explanation for differences in
patterns of participation between under-represented groups, and contains its own

solution: i.e. removal of the barriers. Their research proposes three types of barrier:

e Situational - such as direct and indirect costs, loss or lack of time, and
distance from a learning opportunity, created by an individual‘s personal
circumstances.

e Institutional - such as admissions procedures, timing and scale of provision,
and general lack of institutional flexibility, created by the structure of

available opportunities.
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e Dispositional - in the form of an individual’s motivation and attitudes to
learning, which may be caused by a lack of suitable learning opportunities or
poor previous educational experiences.

(Gorard et al 2006).
Other research has identified that WP, though potentially advantageous in
sustaining or expanding student numbers can make greater and perhaps excessive
demands on institutions. In one study by Universities UK in 2002, for example, it
was claimed that the additional cost of support for recruitment, retention and
progression in relation to WP amounts to as much as 35 per cent over and above
that of a ‘traditional’ student (UUK 2002). Furthermore, as will be discussed later,
additional funding from government for WP tends to be used on the recruitment of
students rather than additional support for students when they are on the courses
(Brown 2010). Institutions therefore may perceive WP as presenting a risk (Hatt et
al 2005), particularly when retention rates affect the institutions’ income and
standing in so-called ‘league tables’ (Pinar 2012). Related to this, there is
considerable concern that ‘non-traditional’ students have a much higher drop-out

rate than traditional students (HEFCE 1999).

This possibility of an extra burden on HE providers, and its potential effects both on
the quality of provision and on recruitment practices, is of particular significance to
my own study, as will become evident during discussions of the research data. Of
particular concern here is what happens when the ‘therapeutic’ motive or rhetoric
of WP (that is to say, emphasising the rights and opportunities of previously
deprivileged groups and individuals for reasons other than those related to the
wider national economy) is inserted in the market-driven practices that increasingly
dominate HE provision (Molesworth et al 2010, Foskett 2011). In this process, of
what Bernstein calls ‘recontextualisation’ (Bernstein 2000), WP, along with
‘participation’ and ‘access’ themselves, can, as we shall see, take on somewhat
different meanings than those initially attributed to them and can indeed impact as
much on students as upon institutions and teaching staff, altering the former’s

orientation toward HE away from self development or self improvement per se
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toward a more instrumental view focussed on the qualification as a means to a

(typically financial or career-related) end (Molesworth et al, ibid. Gibbs 2010).

Of course, this is not just a matter of HEIs having to deal with ‘more bodies’ (and
therefore more tutoring, more assessing and so on), often with no corresponding
increase in staffing. There is also an implication - not always made visible in the
policy rhetoric - that WP requires the development of new or revised pedagogies.
As the Higher Education Funding Council (HEFCE) for England observed in one of its
own discussion papers (HEFCE 2004a), WP demands institutional change if it is to

fully reach its potential:

‘Practitioners and senior managers in all institutions need to consider
their commitment to widening participation and its place in the
institution’s corporate response to new market decisions. Widening
participation is about more than commitment to outreach and
retention, it is a core strategic concern, integral to marketing,
recruitment, learning and teaching, curriculum development,
collaborative relationships and institutional perspectives. It is,
therefore, part of the core business of all institutions.” (HEFCE,
2004a:4)

This is all well and good; however, without additional and appropriate resourcing -
including, perhaps, meeting the costs of staff (re-)training and the development of
new materials and syllabi - HEIs may well find this requirement easier said than

done.
Widening Participation and the Health Related Professions

My own interest in the further investigation of WP stems directly from my
background - both professionally as a practising podiatrist, and academically as a
university departmental head in HE in the health sector of education, most notably,
in the Allied Health Professions (AHPs). Education of health professions has been
an area that has been specifically targeted for WP reform by central government,
and many initiatives have been put in place to ensure an uptake of places on these
courses by ‘WP’ and ‘Access’ students. (See, for example, HEFCE 1996, 1999, 2003,
20044, 2004b.) A particular incentive for health professions students has been the

provision of fees paid and bursaries for study, which has certainly attracted WP
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students in greater numbers to these courses. (It should be noted that here, as
elsewhere, | use the terms ‘WP student’ and ‘Access student’ as shorthand for the
convenience of the reader, rather than by way of labelling students or

‘homogenising’ them.)

My own course, which provided the data for my initial Institution Focused Study
(Wood 2008), was a traditional, three-year full-time undergraduate degree in an
AHP. The student body comprised groups which were very diverse in terms of
ethnicity, gender, disability, social background and previous educational
qualifications, as well as other groups of students who could be described as being
‘traditional’ or ‘standard’ students. Mature students, most notably female students,
were for us by far the predominant category of ‘WP students’ in our student
population. (Historically, most of the AHPs are predominantly female gendered
professions.) However, there was a distinct change in the demographic of our
student body: a shift to mature female students ‘returning to’ or ‘discovering’ HE at
a later stage in their lives. In the IFS, | investigated what effects the adoption of the
WP agenda had had on my own department, focusing on those pedagogic
adaptations to our curriculum referred to in the previous section. Burke (2002:4)
has emphasised the importance of pedagogy as ‘a theory of teaching and learning,
as a central issue for widening educational participation.” it was clear from my
study, however, that rather than addressing pedagogical or curricular issues we had
been focusing primarily on processes and practices based on government rhetoric
of reducing social inequality: that is to say, our efforts had been directed more
towards recruitment and retention than to adopting a revised pedagogic approach
that was ‘Concerned to democratise knowledge making and learning [in] ways that
redefine the very parameters of what counts as ... education’ (Thompson, 2000: 10,
cited in Burke 2002). In short, we may have widened participation and access in
terms of including more non-traditional students in our classrooms and on our
registers; however, we had been rather less adept at making sure that such physical
inclusion was accompanied by pedagogical and curricular inclusion: i.e. that we had
adjusted and adapted our own rather traditional teaching methods and materials in

ways that were more accessible in themselves to students un-used to traditional
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academic courses of study. Nor had we received any outside help in supporting
students trying to overcome some of those other barriers to participation identified
by Gorard et al (op.cit.), including those ‘situational’ ones related to students’

personal circumstances.

If such barriers continue to exist - and the evidence from this current study suggests
that they do - efforts have clearly been made to remove or reduce the impact of
others. Courses in AHPs have undoubtedly become more flexible in terms of routes
of entry, for example, and the timings of courses have been altered to overcome
the barriers produced by full-time three-year degrees - developments which appear
to have contributed substantially to an uptake of places by mature female students.
Universities UK, in their Annual Report ‘Patterns of HEls in the UK’ (Ramsden 2010),
highlighted the fact that undergraduate enrolments had increased by 28% in the
previous decade, with the greatest increase being in part-time enrolment, and with
females now moving into the majority at all modes and levels of study other than
full-time postgraduate study where males continued to dominate. The report
argued that part-time study is necessary to meet the higher level skills agenda and
lifelong learning objectives, with the numbers of 18 year olds declining and the 30 -
50 age groups increasing. The part-time route in all subject areas has indeed
increased year on year, with an increase in subjects allied to medicine, notably
nursing. There has also been a notable change in mobility of students, with a third
being classed as local - i.e. less than 12 miles from the base for study - and two
thirds less than 62 miles from home (Ramsden 2010). The mature female students
in this current study had specifically selected professional vocational courses close
to home and in the main via part-time routes of study, to fit in with their other life
commitments. The subject teams involved in the study were aware of this factor
when specifically designing their courses, and therefore, as we shall see, built into
the courses elements of inclusive pedagogies to facilitate these students.
Nevertheless (as will also become evident) the institutional cost of such
modifications in terms of (for example) additional staff time meant that a certain

element of failure was almost ‘built in’ to the WP agenda - particularly when the
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desire to persist with struggling students came into tension with ‘performance-

related’ external assessment criteria.

Difficulties for mature female learners have not gone unrecognised in policy
debates outside individual HEls, particularly with reference to the importance in
national economic terms of ensuring the success of WP in terms of outcomes. A
relatively recent House of Commons Public Accounts Committee Report (2009) has
been criticised, for example, for failing to take into account the significant

contribution that adult learners have been making to the national economy:

‘The report reminds us that we cannot be complacent in our efforts
to widen participation. However, the Committee fails to identify
mature and part-time students as key groups needed to narrow the
socio-economic gap of the higher education student population. The
UK's ageing demographics mean that widening participation targets
will be more reliant on older learners going back to education. We
will need to consider an equitable funding system for part-timers
and outreach strategies targeted at older learners.” (A. Tuckett,
NIACE, 2009:110)

Even if such funding demands were to be met (an aspect essentially outside the
remit and power of HEls), the pedagogic issue (over which HEls do have some
control, albeit within the constraints of a powerful performativity discourse)
remains. On the one hand, for the mature female students on courses such as my
own, and those in the current study, account needs to be taken not only of financial
resourcing per se but of the potential loss of benefits, loss of jobs, cost of increased
personal debt, and potential cost to social life and relationships. On the other hand,
more flexible routes of study, such as longer part-time courses or accelerated full-
time courses for existing graduates, need to continue to be provided, along with

more flexible pedagogies.

Rationale for the Research

The purpose of this current study was to investigate the pedagogic effect that these
female adult learners might be having on professional-academic courses, both from
the students’ and from the academic staffs’ perspectives, including perceptions and
understandings of pedagogic inclusion (Moore 2004, Bowl et a/ 2008, Abbas and

MclLean 2010, Burke 2012), and the extent to which the policy drive toward WP
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encouraged or made possible changes to teaching within a relatively static

curriculum offer. As Young {2008) has pointed out:

‘with the increased focus of governments on access to and
participation in education on one hand, and targets defined by
qualifications on the other, the question of knowledge, or what it is
that is important that students learn, has been neglected by
Educational policy makers and those working in educational studies’
(Young 2008:xv).

It had been apparent from the views expressed by students and staff in my IFS that
there was a degree of ignorance on the part of both parties as to what the impact
of increased numbers of older learners had been on the course. This was because
there had been no real investigation - simply an attempt to understand the
problems of the students (e.g. more leeway on timing of assessments, or increased
tutorial support), and make rather modest adaptations accordingly. There had been
no real dialogue with the students themselves, even though, as adult learners, they
would have brought with them a rich source of life experience. As Burke (2002:2)

argues:

‘Widening participation depends on explicitly addressing the
experiences, practices and meanings of students themselves..... [by]
discourses that challenge unequal social relations, combat social
exclusion and create emancipatory change.’

The current study, which builds on the earlier findings of the IFS, seeks to
investigate how far the thinking on AHP courses has moved in relation to the
changing student demographic of more mature female adult learners, looking at
changes that have been made, and how effective those changes have been. The
study was undertaken at a large multi-faculty, central London, post-1992 University
(that | was not directly linked to) with a large Health and Social Care Faculty
covering several different disciplines. To anonymise the HEI, | will call this ‘London
Central University’. In order to simply not duplicate my previous study by looking at
a traditional three-year full-time undergraduate course for changes that have been
made, | have chosen to investigate AHP courses that have been specifically adapted
for adult learners. Two different AHP courses, both in terms of profession and

mode of delivery, were chosen for the study, comprising a four-year part-time
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route and a two-year full-time accelerated route to the academic and professional
qualification. These courses were in Physiotherapy (PT) and Occupational Therapy
(OT) and will be described and discussed in more detail in Chapter Four. Both
courses had adult female learners as their principal student body, who were either
accessing HE for the first time as a WP ‘Mature Female’ Student or re-accessing HE
to provide an opportunity to change their lives. As will become evident the PT
students were accessing HE from a perspective of previously not having had an
opportunity to extend their education past ‘compulsory schooling’ and had to
overcome adversity in order that they might transform their lives. The OT students
followed a more direct route but still could be viewed as a non-traditional entry to
HE. Neither profession was the same as my own, but both had similar student and

professional profiles nationally.

In the year 2000, the NHS plan ‘Meeting the Challenge’ (Department of Health
2000) emphasised the need to expand the numbers of healthcare professionals in
training in line with recommendations by the government. It was seen as
imperative to attract more people from different minority ethnic backgrounds and
other groups in society who were traditionally under-represented in healthcare
provision (Hill et a/ 2006). Data obtained by the researcher from professional
organisations (Wood 2008) indicated that mature students (over 21) were now
making up two-thirds of the students enrolled on health professions courses, with
over-25-year-olds accounting for 50% of the student populations. In recruitment
terms, mature female students, therefore, have been the most successful of any of
the groups making up the WP initiative, in accessing Higher Education courses in
the AHPs. The fact that they had made up such significant numbers in health care
courses suggested that the programmes of those courses might need to adapt to
accommodate this change in student demographics: to take account, for example,
of the differing motivations for such students’ taking advantage of the WP agenda,
as well as their widely differing backgrounds and experiences of education and
learning. How - and indeed whether - this adaptation has taken place is worthy of
investigation; in particular, the extent to which courses and programmes have

developed - and students have experienced - pedagogies that might be described as
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inclusive, and the extent to which a current study would bear out Burke’s earlier
finding, that the location of WP in a monolithic academic world, ‘often positions

access students as inferior to ‘standard’ students’, (Burke 2002: 11).

A second, related issue concerns recent developments in course organisation. The
AHP courses were integrated into the Higher Education system in the early 1990s
when they adopted degree status — historically, this coinciding with the expansion
of HE provision, with New Universities being created from former Polytechnics,
coincidentally seeing the demand for HE students similarly expand. As such, funding
was channelled through the HEFCE so that now all AHP courses are provided by
HEIs. However, the practical element of the programmes is largely carried out by
and within the NHS system. In the late 1990s funding was re-routed back through
the NHS, with purchasing consortia tasked with managing the education and
training of the professions and hence becoming the ‘purchasers’ - with the HEI's
becoming the ‘providers’ and the practical experience still in NHS settings. A
concern of my research study was the extent to which this ‘divide’ between
academic teachings in universities and practical experience and education on
placement has been effectively bridged, and its impact on WP students. Most
institutions do have some clinical teaching in the university; however, the NHS has
very strongly pushed towards a placement teaching model, seeing this as being
both economic and practical, bearing in mind that the clinicians in practice are
already working in the clinical environments. It could be argued that not all
clinicians are trained educators in the academic sense, nor for that matter do
clinicians view student education as their primary role. Eraut (2008) makes the

point that:

‘unlike teaching organisations, learning is not the main aim of
workplaces. Most workplace learning is informal and occurs as a by-
product of engaging in work processes and activities’ (Eraut 2008:1)

There could, therefore, be a dichotomous element to the student’s educational
experience in clinical/academic courses that would be valuable to question as part
of this study with a view to investigating this element in a wider research project in

the future. (For a parallel issue in the field of Initial Teacher Education and Training,
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where course provision is typically shared between HEls and schools or FE colleges,

see Moore and Ash 2003.)

The Research Questions

Within the context of these broad aims, the central research questions can be

summarized as follows:

» What are the students’ perceptions of and attitudes towards study, to what
extent has the university accommodated their learning preferences, and
how effective do they feel provision is? To expand further on this question:
What are the tutors’ perceptions of curricular/institutional change
associated with the changing demographics of health professions students,
including what they feel about student diversity and how potential ‘barriers’
have been recognised and responded to?

» What do different actors (teachers and students) understand by ‘inclusive
pedagogies’, and to what extent do they perceive their teaching- learning
spaces as inclusive and flexible?

e To what extent do the WP and Access students feel different from - or are
made to feel different from - ‘standard’ students, and how does this impact
on their educational experience?

» What ‘inconsistencies’ in pedagogical approach (if any) may exist between
HEl-based and practice-based elements of the students’ courses, and what
might the impact be of these on their experience of learning and their

developing ‘learner identities’?

The structure of the thesis

Part One (Chapters 1-3) introduces the research topic and its rationale, along with

detail of the research methodology and theoretical framing.
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Part Two begins (Chapter Four) with a fuller account of the institutional basis from
which the participants of the study were recruited, and a detailed explanation of
each of the courses studied. Chapter Five explores issues of time and timing -
notably, a perceived shortage of time and its ‘barrier’ effect. Chapter Six extends
the arguments that timing issues raise, by examining students’ sense of identity
linked to their sense of belonging within the academic community. Chapter Seven
highlights the pressures experienced by institutions and staff in order to comply
with the current performativity agenda. Chapter Eight looks at the vocational
element of the courses from the students’ and teachers’ perspectives, and
signposts fundamental differences of opinion on ‘work worth’ as opposed to
‘academic worth’. Chapter 9 completes the institutional issues by exploring the

outcomes of these different approaches.

Part Three comprises a single chapter, Chapter Ten, specifically on issues related to
pedagogic inclusion/exclusion; and the final section, Part Four (Chapter Eleven)
presents the study’s findings and tentative conclusions, revisiting some of the
theory introduced in the preceding chapters: most notably, considering the value of
Bernstein’s, Lasch’s and Moore’s work in identifying obstacles to the success of WP

among the constituents studied, and suggesting possible solutions to them.
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CHAPTER 2. Study Desigh and Method
Overview

To respond to the research questions, it was necessary to seek the opinions of
students and teachers on AHP courses, and preferably those of students in their
final year who could reflect back on their overall learning experience. It was also
considered necessary to talk to students from diverse backgrounds, and, for the
purposes of comparison, a decision was taken to look at two different courses
which were different from one another in some way in relation to structure and
student intake but could be described as having been adapted to increase access to
HE. With this in mind students and teachers on a four-year part-time BSc course in
Physiotherapy (PT), and an accelerated two-year Master’s level course in
Occupational Therapy (OT), were selected for investigation. A point worthy of note
was that the majority of students on each course were mature female learners, the
others being male mature students. The structure of each programme meant there
were no ‘traditional’ students on either course. Though sited in a London university
with a significant multi-cultural, ethnic student mix, the majority of students on the
AHP courses were white females. (Interestingly, this was in contrast to courses in
nursing, which were far more diverse). The low uptake generally of AHP courses by
students from ethnically diverse backgrounds has been increasing slowly but was

not considered separately in this research.

An important distinction to be made in this study, which will be clarified in greater
detail in Chapter 4, was that the students of both courses were starting from very
different previous academic standpoints. The PT students had significantly less post
compulsory education and therefore far more clearly fulfilled the description of a
‘WP” student accessing HE for the first time from a non-traditional route (see
Chapter 3), whereas the more academically qualified OT students were
(re)accessing HE for ‘second helpings’ (Thomas 2005) as mature learners via a
course designed to ‘widen access’ to the OT profession but at Masters’ level. While
the selection of such students in terms of general background almost ‘made itself’

(in that adult female learners represented by far the largest ‘WP’ and access groups
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on both courses), it was felt that, precisely because they had come in such

numbers, they were worthy of further study in their own right.

From a personal perspective | had had experience of working with mature female
students on my own course: of the difficulties they had encountered in accessing
HE and, once on the course, of the sheer enormity of the issues they faced to
complete the course. Drawing on the evidence of my earlier IFS study (op.cit.), |
wondered if the AHP courses adequately supported individual student learners’
needs. In order to clarify what those needs might be, | would have to investigate far
more closely the issues affecting them. The AHPs are largely female gendered
professions and as such there is a goal to ‘make the voices of women heard’ (Burke
2002:6).To do this, | felt it imperative to give those students an opportunity to
discuss their needs. The relationship between myself as the researcher and the
participants in the study though not a close as that relationship in my IFS, was
nevertheless writing about individual’s lives that according to Sikes (2010:11) is,
‘always an auto/biographical process and the researcher must acknowledge this’.
Bathmaker and Hartnett describe this research in terms of narratives and life

history and draw the distinction between a life story and life history as:

‘Life stories maybe a starting point, the initial exploration of a life as
lived, but histories grounds these stories of personal experience in
their wider social and historical context, and pays attention to social
relations of power.” (Bathmaker and Hartnett 2010:5)

Individual cases and narratives can help the researcher to understand complex inter
relationships (Hodkinson and Hodkinson 2001). An important feature of narrative
and life history research is that they provide a means of getting closer to the

experience of those whose lives and histories that often:

‘go unheard, unseen, undocumented — ordinary, marginalised and
silenced lives’ [...] Narratives invite us as listeners, readers and
viewers to enter the perspective of the narrator — that is the person
who is telling their story to the researcher’ (Reissman 2008:9).

Narrative research is seen as providing opportunities and spaces for research
participants as well as the researchers. In a qualitative research context it is

precisely the ‘participants’ voices’ that should be heard rather than simply
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interpreted by the researcher in an effort to co-construct any knowledge that the

study might produce. Karnieli-Miller et a/ (2009) describe this action as:

‘The unique contribution of researchers and participants to a project

makes them both inseparable parts of the final creation’. Karnieli-

Miller et al (2009 19:279)
Indeed, Holstein and Gubrium (1997), (cited in Underwood et al 2009 20:1585)
argue that participants are not simply ‘repositories of knowledge’ but are ‘creators
of knowledge in collaboration with the researcher’. Reissman (ibid.) suggests that
encouraging people to tell their narratives to researchers allows that participant to

negotiate their identities and to make meaning of their experience.

The identified demographic change in my own professional course had been a
significant influence of my IFS, prompting me to further my investigation of this
student body. Indeed, to some extent, elements of the IFS could be viewed as a
pilot study for the thesis. (For example, it was clear that the traditional three-year
full-time course was not best suited to the needs of the mature female students, in
no small part due to its inflexibility). While no firm assumptions were made at the
start of the research regarding the commonality or otherwise of positive and
negative experiences, it had been anticipated that there might well be both
substantial similarities and substantial differences among the sample, particularly in
relation to their encountering and management of Gorard et al’s ‘barriers’, if not in
the ways in which they were treated within their respective courses. The study
would seek to take account of such differences, at the same time as identifying and

highlighting issues that appeared common across the sample.

The study, therefore, takes the form of a biographical account or series of ‘case
studies’, and makes no strong claim, consequently, to the widespread
generalisability of its findings; rather, in the spirit of ‘real world research’ advocated
by Robson (2002), it aims to shed light on the experiences of a particular group of
students, chosen on the basis of their common age, gender and similarity of
circumstance, in a specific situation, in order to identify and better understand

some of the issues of the WP agenda that are too often consigned to the shadows
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of public policy rhetoric. Case study research can reveal an understanding of a
complex issue or object, and can extend experience or add strength to what is
already known through previous research where narrative research can help to
make visible ‘taken for granted’ practices, and structured and cultural features of
everyday social worlds (Chase 2005). Case studies emphasize detailed contextual
analysis of a limited number of events or conditions and their relationships. This
qualitative research method is often used to examine contemporary real-life
situations and provide the basis for the application of ideas and extension of
methods. In undertaking qualitative research, the researcher needs to acknowledge
that methods to be used should be adapted to ensure that what the participants
have to say comes over louder than what the researcher has to say (Alvesson and
Skoldberg, 2009). To gauge what modifications to methodology are required to
emphasise the participants perspectives, Alvesson and Skéldberg (2009),
recommend that researchers might practice ‘reflexivity’” whereby the researcher
focuses on the processes of knowledge production, ‘particularly on the involvement
of the knowledge producer’ (Alvesson and Skdldberg, 2009:5) but at the same time
emphasise the role of the researcher’s own presence in the research process (Barry

et al 1999). Sikes (2010) stresses that:

‘the power that is invested in the researcher — writer who creates a
particular version of reality, and how their own lives, beliefs and
values are implicated in our practices ... (has) a duty to explain our
positionality in the context of the research ie. a reflexive
introduction in the context of their own life history and identity.’
Sikes (2010:11).

With reference to her own research, Skeggs (2002) argues that it was not about self
narration and confession. It was not about the researcher’s ideas; it was about the

participants’ accounts and explanations. To quote Skeggs:

‘The women of my research.... [do] not need me to make their
understandings, they had already arrived at them. They had their
own reflexivity’ (2002:365)

With this in mind, importance was given in my own study to talking with both
students and teachers (as opposed to simply surveying) in order to reveal

similarities and differences (‘mismatches’) in the perceptions of different social
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actors bringing different understandings and orientations - and occupying differing
roles - within the same teaching-learning space: what Blumer (1969) has called
‘symbolic interaction’ (see also Woods 1992). An additional advantage is that such
a ‘bipartisan’ approach enabled access both to the students’ immediate
experiences of classroom interaction, which may connect to their previous
idiosyncratic experiences of formal learning, and to the differently historicised
understandings and accounts of the teachers, for whom present pedagogies can be
related to developments specifically concerning student demographics and their
own practice. Talking to final year students of the courses aiso provided an
opportunity to ‘get at’ any adjustments the students might have made over time, as
well as a sense of the extent to which they felt their learning and achievement had
been helped or hindered by the modes of teaching and learning to which they had

been exposed in the classroom.

In my previous (IFS) research, the interview process had been both complicated and
enhanced by my position as Head of Department, teacher and researcher (as well
as being a mature student) of my own students from my own profession. Conflicts
of interests and preconceptions, if not prejudices, were difficult to entirely
overcome. The decision to move out of my own ‘Community of Practice’ (Chapters
Three and Six) and to research different AHPs at a different university allowed me
to access participants for the study that followed an entirely different protocol from
the route taken in my previous research in my own institution, where there had
been significant consideration given to the avoidance of ‘insider’ issues. Not being
directly involved in either of the courses to be studied also meant that the
ethnographic approach of my IFS was not available to me. However, the issue of
‘power relations’ between the researcher and the participants still needed careful
consideration in constructing the study, and an account is provided below of what
efforts were made to minimise this potential issue (for instance a male researcher

who was a senior academic with female participants who were mostly students).

In the current study | had only a tenuous link to the HEI involved, with no previous
knowledge of any students involved, or the majority of staff, on both courses. In

fact | had no prior knowledge of either course in any detail, other than what could
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be found in course prospectuses. Before any research could be commenced, a
comprehensive design had to be submitted to the participating university’s ethical
committee for consideration. This design had to comply with the format of the HEI's
requirements, and as such helped to formulate the methods by which data
collection was undertaken. (The Ethical Committee documentation is included as

Appendix I.)

The pilot phase

Before embarking on the main data collection, it was considered desirable to
undertake some additional exploratory research in order to gain an understanding
of the courses, to determine what data was required in order to respond to the
research questions, and indeed to test out the usefulness of those questions. In
addition to documentary reviews of the course and a good deal of reading and
email and telephone exchanges with potential (staff and student) participants, it
was intended to conduct preliminary focus-group interviews with students from the
two professional groups (Appendix 2). The invitation to the focus groups was sent
to the students including a short background questionnaire (Appendix 3) and a
consent form to be completed by all participants (Appendix 4). (Detailed
information on what was expected of participants was also sent out — see Appendix
5a-c). Information from the questionnaires and consent forms helped to gather
some quantitative data mainly on student profiles which helped inform subsequent

student selection, and is included in Table 1 on the following page:
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Table 1 — Data from Questionnaires and consent forms

Student information PT Students OT Students Staff Information
No. of students in cohort n=20 n=48 Limited information
Focus group 8 participants 40% response 20% response requested

Final interviews 4 S50% response S50% response
participants
Age groupings from 31-35=4 31-35=3 oT PT
questionnaire n=8 26-30=3 26-30=5 Mean age Mean age
21-25=1 46 47.25
Range 39— Range 39 —
Mean age for interview 29.25 29.75 54 53
Participants n=4 (range 25 —34) (range 26 — 34) n=4 n=4
Qualification pathway GCSE - left school GCSE + ‘A’ level at school N/A
(Individual students) to Interupted study Direct to University
courses ‘A levels — FE part-time BSc Psychology
1% student Assistant training interupted study work &
family
2" student GCSE — school GCSE + ‘A’ level at school N/A
‘A’ level FE full-time Direct to University
Interupted study work & BSc Psychology
family Interrupted study - work
Assistant training
3 student GCSE - left school GCSE + ’A’ level at school N/A
Interupted study work & Direct to University
family BSc Psychology
Some NVQ (type) training for Interupted study work &
PT assistant job family
4" student GCSE — left school Science Lycee — school N/A
Interrupted study — family Direct to University
assistant job BA Media
Various short courses then Interuption — work
‘A’ level FE part-time - MA —Theatre studies
unfinished as BSc PT started Interrupted - work
Home Locations E Llondon SW London N/A
Buckinghamshire N London
Berkshire SE London
Essex Kent

In the event - highlighting a difficulty that was to emerge repeatedly via subsequent
interviews - it proved impossible to gather together at the same time a
representative sample of the OT students (although eight OT students had agreed
in principle to participate), partly because they subsequently found themselves on
block practice placement at the time. Similarly, eight PT students agreed to
participate but only four turned up on the day with apologies from the other four.
Holloway and Todres (2003) remind us that ‘[r]esearchers must not be too attached
to method for method’s sake’ (2003: 347) and that they should not be ‘constrained
by predetermined agendas but [encouraged] to create a research environment
conducive to the production of the full range and complexity of meanings that
address the relevant issues (Holstein and Gubrium, 1997:123). So despite this

difficulty, the focus group interview took place on the basis that it still offered an
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opportunity to produce helpful data, along with pre-interview discussions with staff
on both courses, and the documentation made available to me did help refine the
final interview schedule and throw into sharper focus some of the more pressing
issues for students and staff. This process - of constructing a more refined research
agenda on the basis of concerns and issues raised by potential participants
themselves - was encouraged by making questions and prompts deliberately open.
(The format for the focus group interview is included as appendix 6a.) The first
question to the PT focus-group, for example, was simply to ask if their courses
allowed them to engage in university life in its broadest sense. The students’
collective response was illustrated in the following comment:

“We're only in two days so we don’t even get to engage with the
other cohorts [on the same course] let alone with the rest of the
university.”

The students also made the point that young students were far more likely to live
either on or close to the campus in university accommodation, whereas the mature
students all lived at home. (Data from the background information and
questionnaires revealed a mixed pattern of home locations throughout London but
also extending out to areas such as Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and Essex i.e. from
3 to 30 miles from the university. An observation of interest was that the part-time
students appeared, from the sample, to travel further than those on the full-time
course). As such, the students in the target group were far less likely to be in at the
university outside the days they were timetabled to be in. Indeed, accommodations
had to be made by the researcher and the students to fit in the interview sessions
outside the teaching sessions - something which took several weeks to organise

given the block placements the student groups were on.

The information from the group interview influenced several questions in the more
formal sessions that followed in the main data-gathering process. For example,
when the student group was asked about communication and feedback, all
responses indicated that significant amounts were undertaken electronically by
email. When queried about feedback methods informing practice or changes of
practice in the courses, they replied that there were end-of-unit assessments and

‘pathways boards’ - an official staff-student process of course evaluation. One
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student present was the class representative, and when asked if that meant she had

to go to the pathway board, she replied:

“Yes but I've never attended one as they never had a single one on a
day when | could attend. It’s always been on a day when I’'m not here
but they have one next Tuesday which | can actually go to.”

The significance of this, from a student who had already been on course for three
and a half years, was clear - as was the likelihood of encountering marked
differences of opinion between the teachers and the students on how the formal
feedback mechanisms worked. (From the teachers’ perspective, these mechanisms

were generally considered to operate effectively.)
The main study

One of the difficulties to emerge from the focus group session concerned the choice
of data collection tool for the main study. Because students, and to a degree staff,
were not easy to access, a simple solution might have been to collect all the data
via questionnaire, seeking out as large a cross sample as possible. However, it was
felt that questionnaires would not provide the qualitative responses necessary to
fully investigate the research questions. It was paramount to the study that the
opinions and experiences of the participants were fully expressed, and this required
an interactive approach. This inevitably meant that certain issues had to be
accommodated, such as the fact that the researcher was undertaking the study on
a part-time basis and that, as they were not employed by the HEI, an ethnographic
study which might combine interviews with observations and less formal, ad hoc
discussions was not a possible option. In any event, health care courses naturally
involve patient contact as part of their practice education, and issues such as data
protection and patient confidentiality made observational study on placements too
complex an issue to undertake. (Although the PT students were encountered in a
clinical teaching situation at the university, there were no patients present.)
Furthermore, as will become evident, the students undertook block study
placements on an individual basis - i.e. did not go out in groups — which meant that
students were too difficult to access while on clinical placement, added to which

some of those placements were potentially two hours’ travelling time away. At this
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point the researcher was aware that the research undertaken could only include
students and academic teachers in the HEI. Without doubt, any future extension of
this particular study would seek to canvas opinion of the placement educators; but
for this project the pedagogic adjustments on behalf of the HElI were the main

thrust of the investigation.

As indicated earlier, to investigate the opinions of this relatively small group of
students and academics, a case study design was favoured. Robert Yin (2009)
defines the case study research method as an empirical inquiry that investigates a
contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context; when the boundaries
between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; and in which multiple
sources of evidence are used. The research object in a case study is often a
programme, an entity, a person, or a group of people and each object is likely to be
intricately connected to political, social, historical, and personal issues, providing
wide ranging possibilities for questions and adding complexity to the case study.
Critics of the case study method believe that the study of a small number of cases
can offer no grounds for establishing reliability or generality of findings. However,
researchers continue to use the case study research method with success in
carefully planned studies of real-life situations, issues, and problems. In the case of
this present study the researcher established the focus of the study by formulating
questions about the situation or problem to be studied and determining a purpose
for the study. A variety of data gathering methods were used in order to produce
evidence that might lead to a better understanding of the case and subsequently to

provide some answers to the research questions.

Consequently, it was decided that an interview format would be the most
appropriate method of investigation, the interview being a flexible, adaptable way
of exploring attitudes in more depth (Mason 2002). As Robson (2002: 278) argues,
face to face interviews offer the possibility of modifying lines of enquiry, following
up on responses, and investigating underlying motives in a way that tools such as
self-administered questionnaires cannot. The study favoured the use of semi-
structured interviews, referred to by King et o/ (1994) as qualitative research

interviews - particularly useful when a study focuses on the meaning of a particular
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phenomenon to the participants (in this case, pedagogic implications for adult
female learners). These types of interview are also a useful tool where individual
perceptions within a social unit (here, the two courses) are to be studied
prospectively, accessing individual historical accounts of how a particular
phenomenon has developed (particularly helpful regarding teacher testimonies). In
addition, the use of semi-structured interviews enabled a set of questions to be
worked out in advance, but also allowed the freedom to modify the order of
questions based upon the interviewer’s perception of what seemed appropriate in
the context of the conversation, and making an allowance for subjects to expand

their thoughts with some open questions (Patton 1990).

Some of the drawbacks with interviewing techniques were taken into account: for
example, the lack of standardisation, potential problems of interview and
interviewee bias, and the need to take feelings and opinions seriously as valid data
without treating them as facts (Convery 1999). It can be argued that in fact there is
no absolute ‘value-free or bias-free research design’ (Janesick, 2001:385), and
qualitative researchers are very conscious of their role in the construction of
knowledge: ‘Indeed, not attending to meaning production in qualitative research
would be most invalid procedurally’ (Holstein and Gubrium, 2001:159). At the same
time both the participants and the researcher have significant levels of
involvement: participants because of the examination of their personal feelings,
researchers because of their in-depth study of these experiences and the aspiration
to understand them (Karnieli-Miller et al 2009). This relationship was more complex
in my IFS, when | was interviewing students at my own institution; however, the
participants in this current study were still the main providers of information — ‘the
story-tellers’ - with the researcher cast in the role of data collector, analyser of that
data and ultimate writer up of those stories. Such a situation requires the
researcher to create a non-threatening environment in which the participants are
willing to share their experiences, creating ‘a feeling of empathy for informants’
that enables ‘people [to] open up about their feelings’ (Taylor and Bogdan, 1998:
48). In order to democratise power relations in which the researcher and

participants establish their relations in an atmosphere of power equality, it was

40



important that an unstructured, informal, anti-authoritative, and non-hierarchical
atmosphere for interviewing was created. It was also important that students were
made aware that they could revisit issues and challenge data should they wish to do
so post interview. Participants make choices as to what they put in or leave out of
their narratives as well as what emphasis to make, and words to use in order to
create a particular impression. Researchers are also making those same decisions.

Medford (2006) warns that researchers and participants must be:

‘mindful [of] slippage between truth (or our experience of reality)
and truthfulness and between what we know (or what we cannot
remember) and what we write.” Medford (2006:853).

Making sense of and writing about other people’s lives, the researcher’s own life,
beliefs and values and positivity are invariably complicated but Sikes (2010:11)
points out that, 'Reflexivity and honesty about one’s own positioning are ethical
components of ethical practice’, and it is important that researchers and

participants enter into studies mindful of each other’s position.

In the event, interviewing proved very time-consuming, as each interview lasted
approximately an hour and took considerably longer to transcribe: however, given
that the research design did not require canvassing the views of a large sample of
students and staff, the number of interviews itself could be kept relatively small.
The numbers of participants included in the study was determined to some extent
by the numbers in each of the student cohorts and the two teaching bodies. The
data revealed there were 20 final year PT students and 48 OT students; the PT staff
consisted of 2 full-time members of staff and 5 part-time, and though there were
more OT staff in the department they were involved in different courses so that an
approximation of 8 full-time equivalent staff were involved with the course in this
study. Invitations to participate (Appendix 5a) produced 8 volunteers from each
student group (40% response of final cohort for PT and 20% for OT). Both groups of
student volunteers were invited to participate in the focus group interviews. In the
event, as previously indicated, only four PT students were able to attend and
because of timetabling of block teaching the OT students could not attend at all. In

the event, rather than hindering the research these circumstances assisted in the
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selection of volunteers from the study. Data collected from questionnaires had
shown a clear distinction between the two groups of students in terms of previous
educational experiences and academic background. As this was the most significant
difference between the two groups, and taking into consideration both the
availability of the participants and what would be a representative sample from
which to gather meaningful information, it was decided to select four students from
each group who had volunteered. Selection on the part of PT students was based
on a level of previous educational experience commensurate with the classification
of a WP student (note that this meant the final group was made up of two students
who attended the focus group and two who did not). Students from the OT groups
were selected on the basis of age match to the PT students and similar study/work
interruption profiles. Because staff profiles were not large four staff members from
each course virtually preselected themselves on the basis of volunteers willing to
participate and my own concern to have an even match numerically of participants.
In all, 16 interviews were conducted, as shown in Table 2 below. (As has already
been indicated, the study does not make a strong claim to generalisability: the
option of acquiring rich data from a relatively small group of respondents was
deemed the most suitable approach for the task in hand - particularly given the
problems of access already referred to and the fact that the researcher was

operating alone rather than as part of a larger research team.)

The broad format of questions to be asked in the interviews, and indeed the overall
structure of the research, had to be in place before ethical approval could be
granted on the part of the Institute of Education and the participating institution
and hence before any formal approaches to students or staff members were made.
The ethical approval process involved sending out invitations to participate, both to
students and to staff, and this was done electronically via Blackboard and e-mail
(see Appendices 53, b and c). A verbal description of the research to be undertaken
was also given to students of both courses by the researcher at the end of one of
their teaching sessions. This also allowed the researcher to introduce himself to the
students in a relatively ‘safe’, unthreatening atmosphere. During these introductory

sessions, the researcher emphasised that his role was that of a health professional
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of another discipline undertaking a research project very similar to the one they
would have to take as part of their own courses i.e. mature students undertaking
research on a part-time basis - very much empathising with them as students rather
than implying another tutor/student relationship { my role as a head of department
at my own institution was not discussed with the students, in order to reduce any
concept of my being in an authoritarian position in relation to their own status ).
This informal approach allowed students to meet me in a relaxed, non-pressurising
environment and to determine if they were willing or not to accept my invitation to
take part in the study. | was aware that unlike students in my previous study for the
IFS, who knew me well, | was a complete stranger to these students, who might
well have felt further threatened by the fact that | was a male studying female
participation. To reduce any additional potential anxiety on their part, my
presentation and the invitations included a detailed, reasoned background to the
research, with a proposed format of the questions that needed to be satisfied, so
that participants could see what would be expected of them and what protection
they could expect. This included their rights to anonymity, to withdraw permission
to use the material at any stage during the interview process, and indeed to

withdraw completely from the study if they so desired.

The consent forms (Appendix 4) that were sent out to all participating students
(and staff) and completed before interviews took place emphasised the following

points in relation to their involvement with the study:

¢ | have read the attached information sheet on the research in which | have
been asked to participate and have been given a copy to keep. | have had
the opportunity to discuss the details and ask questions about this
information.

e The Investigator has explained the nature and purpose of the research and |
believe that | understand what is being proposed.

e | understand that my personal involvement and my particular data from this
study will remain strictly confidential.

e | have been informed about what the data collected in this investigation will

be used for, to whom it may be disclosed, and how long it will be retained.
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e |understand that | am free to withdraw from the study at any time, without
giving a reason for withdrawing.
e | understand that the interview will be tape recorded.
e | hereby fully and freely consent to participate in the study.
The 1-1 interviews followed a fundamentally similar vein for students and staff
(included as Appendices 6b and c). Interviewing therefore followed a pre-arranged

format using semi-structured interview questions.

All interviews were recorded for later transcription, and in addition field notes were
taken during and immediately following the interviews. Transcription of the
interviews produced several thousand words of text to be subjected to analysis. For
the purposes of maintaining anonymity but retaining a professional identity and
assisting reading, the students and staff were allocated pseudonyms, which for the
purposes of this study would be referred to in the text. A Physiotherapy Student
would have the initials PTS after their pseudonym, whereas the tutor would be
suffixed by PTT. Similarly OTS and OTT would be used for the Occupational Therapy

participants (Table 2).

Table 2 - Participants in the study

Mary PTS Vicky OTS
Ann PTS Liz OTS
Beth PTS Ros OTS
Emma PTS Clare OTS
Roger PTT John OTT
Jane PTT Helen OTT
Kath PTT Moira OTT
Judy PTT Trish OTT

Considerable care was taken to ensure that all participants were comfortable and
not threatened by the interviewer in the interview process. This was achieved by a
variety of means. For the focus group interview a small seminar room was booked
at the top of the Health Sciences Faculty administration block. Here there were
tables arranged in a square with comfortable seating. The room was quiet but not
isolated and large enough for the expected group of students. Light refreshments

were provided as this was a start of the day session and students would have
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travelled in (all the problems with the students who did not make it were
associated with travel). | took care to ‘dress down’ in casual clothing to fit in with
students rather than the more formal clothes | might wear in a professional work
related role. My approach was to introduce the topics and allow students to openly

discuss any issues raised.

The one-to-one interviews were undertaken at times convenient to the participants
and took place in small pre-booked specialist interview rooms in the new AHP
building. These rooms were particularly appropriate for a male/female interview
situation as they had glass walls and other people were present in other rooms.
However, they were also quiet and there were unlikely to be any unanticipated
interruptions. The comfortable seating was positioned on either side of a low level
occasional table providing a barrier to close physical contact but not producing the
same effect as sitting on either side of a desk. | began each interview with an
introduction of the topic and why | was undertaking the study. All participants had
had some previous communication from me, and so were fairly well acquainted
with what | was doing. It was stressed that there were no right or wrong answers to
the questions that | simply wanted their opinions, that the research was about their
perceptions on topics raised, not mine, and their agreement was secured again for

the sessions to be tape-recorded.

The interviews progressed via some ‘warm up’ questions, which were designed to
be straightforward and non-threatening: for example, ‘Can | ask you what you
understand by the term widening participation and access?’ Interviewees were not
specifically given too much time to prepare answers, but were not restricted in the
length of time given to make their reply, other than by the time constraints already

mentioned.
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Management of the data

The taped interviews were transcribed verbatim and read through in association
with the field notes. To determine what issues were most frequently brought up by
the participants and the emphases they placed upon their responses, the interview
transcripts were subjected to a thematic analysis (Miles and Huberman 1994)
whereby annotations were added to the interview transcripts and subsequently
coded into themes. | adopted a combination of standard coding, seeking to identify
the issues and concerns raised most commonly across the data set - that is to say,
‘grounding’ the analysis by letting the data ‘speak for itself - amended to
incorporate a personal ‘open coding’ strategy, through which | allocated additional
themes from the initial data gathering (most significantly, the focus group
interview) or brought my reading of the wider literature and existing theory (more
of which below) to bear on prioritising emergent themes. The standard coding
practice adopted could loosely be described as ‘event coding’, wherein each time
the category or theme appeared in the transcribed data it was recorded using a
highlighted colour coding method and its level of importance ascribed in relation to
the number of times the category was raised coupled with the number of
participants raising it. The coding for this study was consequently based on a
combination of ‘in vivo’ codes (i.e. analysing the data and classifying terms that the
respondents raised - in particular, those raised, albeit sometimes with differing
inflections, by both students and staff), and sociologically constructed codes related
more to issues raised in the relevant literature. The initial coding process identified
twelve broad themes and categories, which were in time refined to seven, there
being inevitable overlap between these (artificially demarcated) themes. These
emergent themes, each elaborated in the body of the thesis, are summarised as

follows:

A. Institutional issues, including:

e Constraints of Time and Timing.

e Belonging/identity - Issues of Space.

e Top-down pressure for numbers and working.

e The work/study divide.
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e The Tyranny of Outcomes.
B. Inclusive Pedagogy, Exclusive Practice:
¢ Inclusive Pedagogies.

e ‘Presentism’ and ‘Absentism’.

Data collection and analysis for the study took place over one academic year. The
focus group session was undertaken with students during the early part of term one
of the final academic year, with the follow-up individual interview sessions prior to
the end of the academic year. The data collection therefore took place during the
first half of the academic year, and analysis of the data was undertaken in the

second part of the year.
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CHAPTER 3. Theoretical Framework

Introduction: key areas of theory and research

A detailed literature search was undertaken before and during the study, which
came to be framed as a result within specific broad areas of literature and theory
associated with: academic identity and culture; WP literature related to ‘inclusion’
and ‘access’; adult learning in higher education and its implications for health
professionals; and an additional ‘academic/vocational identity’ issue of health
professions, that explored the institutional impact on the student learning
experience. Although a good deal of ‘Widening Participation’ literature informed
the study, the research’s growing emphasis on policy transformations in practice,
on tensions between intention and practicality, and on symbolic exclusion within
inclusive discourses meant that greater use came to be made of literature and

theory drawn from the wider field of educational sociology.

Widening Participation and Adult Education

In Chapter one, the concept of WP as a policy driver was presented as an underlying
rationale to the investigation of this thesis. A number of authors (e.g. Burke 2012,
David et al 2010) argue that it is wrong to ‘label’ under-represented groups as ‘WP,
‘access’ or ‘Non-traditional’ students, and it is possibly better to understand WP in
the context of Life Long Learning (LLL), where the key discourses centre on how WP
contributes to exclusionary or inclusionary practices in post compulsory education
(Burke 2012). Morley (1999) makes the point that:

‘Half of the new student intake in the UK is now outside the 18 — 21
age range, but the term ‘Non-Traditional’ learner is still used. The
nomenclature adopted by universities to describe mature students
insidiously reinforces normative constructions of students ..... the
academy not only defines what knowledge is but also defines and
regulates what a student is.” (1999:237).
However, the debate concerning the concept of WP itself has been researched by a
number of authors, and in the context of this thesis these studies are worthy of a

more detailed examination, especially those areas concerning gender, age and

social class. In the introduction to her book on WP in post compulsory education,
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Thomas (2005) suggests that the motivation of governments to extend the benefits
of HE may either be based on some form of ‘moral imperative’ or simply represent
a pragmatic desire to minimise the risk of social unrest and possible disturbance
which, in turn, might impact negatively on the national economy. Extending
learning opportunities to social groups who have not ‘traditionally’ participated in
HE may thus be seen as a covert attempt to subsume people into a dominant
culture and consequently to ‘normalize’ and control them; or it might equally be
understood as responding to a genuine belief in the personal and social benefits of

education and a desire to see these benefits available to all {Thomas 2005:5).

This latter intention, which effectively seeks to effect a cultural change in relation
to education (i.e. as something to be valued by all in its own right) would clearly
involve changing the form and content of education to meet the needs of new
groups of diverse learners. However, Reay et a/ (2005) note that there are growing
inequalities in HE and that, despite initiatives such as WP and rhetoric around social
and academic inclusion, the mass system of HE is neither equal nor common to all.
Key facts regarding access to HE are that: there is a considerable expansion in
numbers; there is a decrease in gender inequality (numerically); but there has been
no real decrease in social class inequality. As Burke (2012) argues:

‘Despite a rhetoric of Widening Participation which suggests a more
inclusive system of higher education (HE), an expanded mass HE
system has generated new inequalities, deepening social
stratification’ (Burke 2012:17).

Others have been concerned with the way HE can have the potential to reinforce
inequalities when it is not in practice open to everyone and when it is non-
compulsory. Archer et al (2003) maintain that the way in which social class is
understood within research on HE and WP is often grounded within the
researcher’s existing views about the structure of society, and therefore might
problematize WP’s failures as an issue of working class attitudes and aspirations or
institutional cultures in HEIs. The political rhetoric talks of access and achievement
for all and a meritocratic equalisation in mass HE; however, while there are more

‘non-traditional students’ in terms of minority ethnic, female and working-class
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students entering HE, the greater benefits still seem to favour the middie-classes
(Archer et af 2003). It would be easy to suggest that equality would simply require
that everyone was treated in the same manner irrespective of gender, age, class,
ethnicity or physical ability; but, as is evident in Burke’s account (ibid.), this
promotes inequality as not everyone enjoys the same starting-point (see Chapter
Two in relation to the participants in this study). As Bourdieu and Passeron (1977)
have argued in relation to educational success and failure, many people, notably
the middle-classes, have a distinct advantage in terms of both ‘cultural capital’ and
having internalised expectations that formal education is ‘for them’ and that they
will do well within it - and, despite Archer’s important caveat, it is important to
acknowledge that some groups in society do continue to effectively self-exclude
from HE, either because they have been led previously to believe that HE is not
intended for them or because they see little value in it, tending to have greater
exposure to arguments focussing in the potential economic and career benefits of

education than to those which focus on its more intrinsic, personal benefits.

Bourdieu and Passeron (ibid.) argue that there is a need for classes to reproduce
themselves and that in society certain classes are dominant and control access to
education. This dominance is attributed to ‘cultural capital’ which legitimises the
status and power of the controlling classes. The education system endorses the
class system, not because the working classes are less intelligent, but (a point which
will have particular relevance to the argument of this thesis) because curricula are
biased in favour of the middle-classes (Thomas 2005). According to Bourdieu,
education cannot thus be described as neutral precisely because its criteria and
curricula are essentially ‘arbitrary’ selections (favouring certain social groups rather
than others) rather than the distillations of universal truths, though they present
themselves as neutral, obvious, objective and above question. It is this (mis-)
representation (on the part of dominant interests) and what Bourdieu calls
‘misrecognition’ (on the part of learners themselves) that can lead both the system
and those caught within it to make assumptions that when students from certain

social groups fare less well in formal education than others the fault lies within
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either the students themselves (i.e. they are simply less able, less hardworking, and
so forth) or within teachers, or both, rather than in the wider system itself, which
remains essentially unchanged. If a policy of positive discrimination for
disadvantaged groups were simply inserted into a specific existing strategy, it is
equally easy to see how this might reinforce prejudicial attitudes rather than
promote equality, just as the concept of ‘positive discrimination’ locates a
‘problem’ within the individual (who is deficient and in need of special
consideration within an existing, unchanging system) rather than within the system
and structures themselves (Thomas 2005). Access to supporting mechanisms and
opportunities should be provided to enable students to enter and — crucially -
succeed in HE, with appropriate educational opportunities to meet the different

needs of diverse populations.

Such sentiments are all well and good. However, research (see Crozier et al 2008,
Reay et al 2005, Thomas 2005) has shown what appears to be a ‘polarised mass
system of education” wherein working-class students choose to attend post 1992
HEls at the lower end of published ‘league tables’ (Leathwood and Read 2009) with
lower entrance requirements, as they feel comfortable with ‘people like us’
(Bourdieu 1986) with the middle-classes gravitating to the élite institutions. This
may be partly because of the students’ ‘habitus’ — that is to say (Bourdieu 1971) the
student’s ‘disposition” which concerns their notion of what is, for them, achievable
and ‘appropriate’ in terms of (for example) university entrance and qualifications,
but partly, too, because of the attitude of many of the older, ‘better performing’
universities, which are more likely to accept ‘traditional’ qualifications (i.e. ‘A’
levels) whereas post 1992 HEls have been recorded as accepting 41% of students

with ‘alternative’ qualifications (Coffield and Vignoles 1997:12).

To connect these issues to my own study, of mature female students following
‘non-traditional routes’, universities are still hierarchical, with an élite group at the
top primarily male-dominated in all the higher positions (Ball 1990, 1997). Student
demographics have changed, however; for example, female students have
increased significantly over recent years (though they tend to be over-represented

in pursuing careers of service), and now 54% of entrants into HE are classified as
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mature {Thomas 2005). Many mature female students prefer part-time routes of
study. However, those in both full- and part-time education seek to study close to
home and tend to cluster in a small number of institutions - especially post 1992
HEls. From an AHP viewpoint the majority of such courses are in post 1992 HEls,
which means that potential students have limited choice if they wish to study on
one of these professional vocational programmes. Because of family commitments,
issues of finance (frequently connected to self-funding) and an increased risk of
likelihood that they may need to interrupt study, there is also a corresponding need
for greater flexibility, including alternative entry routes, different locations and

times for learning, and the development of appropriate curricula (Thomas 2005).

The changing gender balance in both full and part-time students has been a major
phenomenon of the WP drive. Quinn (2003) argues that mass entry for women is
the most dramatic change that universities have seen. However, a significant
proportion of expansion into HE has been made up of redefining activities
previously not considered as HE - for example, teachers, paramedical professions
and professional education, so that the shift in gender balance can be attributed to
a degree to an increase of vocational subjects (Reay et al 2005). At the time of the
research, approximately two thirds of female students are studying ‘health and
welfare’, humanities and arts rather than pure science subjects (Leathwood and
Read 2009). The analysis by age alone does not, of course, provide an indication of
social class. Mature students can be taking ‘second helpings’ or ‘second chances’, as
in the case of the OT students in this study: that is to say, people who are already
well educated and can access more learning, against those who missed out first

time around and seek a second opportunity to participate in HE (Thomas 2005).

Working-class students in HE make two transitions, according to a study by Reay et
al (2005), one by getting in and one devising ways of coping with an essentially
middle-class environment once there. They are not only studying, but competing
for a scarce resource. Crozier et al (2008) suggest that the post 1992 HEls direct
their support for students by managing to avoid drop outs through focusing on
finances, health, counselling, learning support (including dyslexia), IT and personal

progress files for monitoring; other students are largely left to their own devices.
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Furthermore, the new universities devise systems of online learning to allow
students to access lecture notes, module guides and learning materials online, thus
avoiding the need for university attendance - in contrast élite institutions’ student
support resources are targeted to ensure individual success with feedback on
personal progress and remedial support when average grades slip. The old
university strategies are to provide more one-to-one tutorials and seminars where
students are expected to make substantial contributions and where they are
challenged by peers and tutors so that students do not remain as passive learners
(Crozier et al 2008). With reference to the current study, this latter model would
appear to offer a better chance of WP students integrating — and being actively
integrated — into the life of the university than a system (more common in the
newer universities that tend to offer more vocational courses) in which physical
attendance at the university and one-to-one interaction with tutors is not

considered so important.

An additional issue raised by Crozier et al is middle-class students are more likely to
live on campus, not have term-time jobs, and most are young with no family
commitments. They show a strong identity with the university tending to live, eat
and conduct their social lives in the university — what Crozier et al describe as an
‘academic family’. Whereas, with the working-class students, 70% lived at home,
work part-time between 10 — 20 hours a week and enter university with little
understanding of what is expected of them in terms of course requirements (a
direct correlation with students in my study). Also they have little knowledge of
what ‘extras’ university can offer and how these can acquire social and cultural
capital. Bourdieu (1990) describes the welcoming of students in élite universities
into the academic family via, clubs sports halls and societies and so on as a ‘Fish in
water’. The working-class students” experience of HE conversely is that they have to
develop coping strategies to survive. The low level of contact with peers in the post
1992 HEls revealed a loss of shared learning (Crozier and Davies 2006) which led to
a constrained learning experience. Failure to engage in wider activities also led to
greater difficulties and disadvantages in the employment market after university.

Bourdieu (2000) argues that friendships and socialising are devices that reduce

53



solitude but at the same time the feeling of being useful to others. For the middle-
class students, social activities at university open new fields whereas working-class
students see degrees as a means to an end, a pragmatic choice which is often no
choice at all. Their finances prevent interaction so socialising is centred at home
and therefore university friends are few and not central to their lives and fitting in

with home duties (Reay 2003).

Research by Bowl (2001) has shown that working-class non-traditional female
students can find the HE experience traumatic and isolating with economic issues,
both institutional and cultural. There is a danger of categorisation masking the
complex and interactive nature of barriers, but at least it moves away from the
working-classes as ‘the problem’ in WP and focuses on contradictions in WP where
economic and structural inequalities persist. Mature female students with children
and complex family situations cannot build their academic and social lives around
the university. Although things are improving Bowl’s study (ibid.) found that

students:
Felt university had to be endured rather than enjoyed.

Described financial barriers — such as no allowance for childcare costs or

travel as well as working to supplement study.

Highlighted that there were time barriers reported particularly in relation to

time-tables and overall not enough time to study as they would like.

Reported time management was a major issue frequently only essential

reading was fitted in as well as essential lectures.

Discussed institutional barriers such as learning the rules of academia, for
instance the structuring of assignments proved difficult and many students
reporting difficulties with what tutors expected of them coupled with

limited advice and support the tutors were prepared to give.

54



Inclusion/Exclusion

The issue concerning actual and rhetorical inclusion raised in the broader literature
on Widening Participation is further elaborated in work carried out by the Teaching
and Learning Research Programme (TLRP), cited in Chapter 1. Indeed, the TLRP
work was specifically commissioned by HEFCE and ESRC in 2005 with a grant to
investigate WP and fair access across the formal education sectors. This involved
seven research programmes by eminent researchers, many of them working
already within the field of WP, resulting in a series of reports with significant
relevance to issues raised in relation to all aspect of WP as it affects HE, including
pedagogies and practices. David et a/ (2010) have edited a synopsis of these reports
which highlight many issues but fundamentally attempt to clarify the concept that
WP is about diversity of individuals - including, particularly and pertinently,
individuals from under-represented groups accessing HE. Acknowledging that the
expansion of HE (both nationally and globally) has resulted in policies on equal
access and participation, pedagogy and learning practices having become a priority,
David et al highlight access, diversity and equity as key concepts, arguing that
access and WP must go beyond simple entry, and that diversity must go beyond

considerations of ethnicity, gender, age and so on, to include all learners equally.
However, David et af (ibid.) also points out that:

‘Debate has often also centred on whether concerns for equity and
fair access are diluting a commitment to academic excellence.” David
et a/ (2010:11)

The argument presented in Chapter One made the point that policy changes have
moved towards mass HE (indeed mass-ive universities) and that, coupled with
wider economic and labour market changes, this has produced significant

demographic changes in student populations. Evans (2004:2) comments that:
‘universities have become over-crowded places, physically ill-
prepared for the numbers of students arriving on their doorstep.

Academics have little or no time for contemplation — time is taken
up with mass production’.
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Although perhaps a slightly cynical view, my own studies along with some of the
TLRP reports, suggests that there is much truth in these words. Many of the TLRP
reports (David et al 2010, Hockings et al 2010, Fuller and Heath 2010, Crozier et af
2010) for example, reviewed the changing forms of institutional and pedagogic
practice required or adopted to cope with new and diverse student populations,
especially in relation to understanding and promoting teaching and learning
throughout the life course. These indicated that, despite the fact that in policy
terms educational and learning opportunities (related to accessing HE| courses)
have increased for increasingly diverse students, such policies have not necessarily
led to fair and equal access to HE, nor for that matter in relation to subsequent
outcomes in the labour market after HE. This latter problem is exacerbated, of
course, by the recent national and global economic downturn, which has meant
that many of the potential benefits and opportunities of WP in HE may not lead to

the promised economic benefits for students in the longer term.

Gorard et al (2006) observed a few years ago that there had at that point been little
research into WP and increased student diversity, or its impact on classroom

practice. Indeed, Hockings et al (2010) suggests there is:

‘little evidence that teaching methods had been adapted to meet
changes in the composition of the student populations. Lectures
remain a key mode of knowledge transmission [...] and there
remains a dependency on the teacher as the authority within many
of the teaching strategies used by university teachers.” Hockings et al
(2010:95).

The study by Hockings et al set out to work alongside university tutors to develop
strategies to improve the academic engagement of students in ways designed to

create more inclusive learning environments. They argued that:

‘academically engaged [students] adopt a ‘deep’ approach to
learning [by] questioning, conjecture, evaluating, making
connections between ideas, [...drawing] on their own and others’
knowledge, experience, backgrounds and identities [...Conversely]
‘disengaged students’ have a ‘surface approach’ to learning
(copying notes, memorising, focusing on fragmented facts and right
answers, and jumping to conclusions) [and such students] keep their
academic subject knowledge and knowing separate from personal
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knowledge and knowing background and experience.” Hockings et al
(2010:96)

This is not, of course, a straightforward matter, or indeed one whose solution is
éither very easy or very difficult. Bryson and Hand (2007) make the point that this
kind of disengagement cannot be seen as an on/off switch or state of mind, and
that students are likely to have different levels of or periods of disengagement in
any task or module, while Hockings et al (ibid.) stress that students who appear

disengaged should not be viewed in ‘deficit’ terms. As Haggis (2006) reports:

‘many problems experienced by learners are at least partly being
caused by the cultural values and assumptions which underpin
different aspects of pedagogy and assessment’ (2006:533).

In opposition to the implicitly negative idea of ‘deficit’, which pathologises the
individual, we might place the more positive notion of ‘diversity’, which places
responsibility on wider systems and policies. Diversity as a term signifies (a) the
ways in which students and tutors negotiate identities (Moore 2004) by reflecting
on how they see themselves as similar or different from their peers, (b) the ways in
which institutions or ‘collectives’” makes sense of differing identities and respond
(positively and creatively) to them. The term itself can, thus, take on a positive
character, associated with intercultural enrichment and imaginative pedagogies, or
a negative character if (for example) learners and/or their teachers associate

difference with problems, or if subjects feel marginalised and do not fit in.

It is an argument of this thesis that inclusive pedagogies and curricula need to take
account of individual differences and both view and respond to them positively.
Such an approach may be both hindered and helped by students themselves. Bowl
et al (2008), suggesting that diversity stems from different work/life experiences
and different entry routes into HE as well as from different living arrangements and
family commitments, argue that generally students still want to “fit in’ - albeit with
the notable exception of mature students: a common comment of students being
that they were ‘all in the same boat’ and therefore had similar issues. Crozier et al
(2008), however, report that ‘WP’ students tend to associate with other students of

similar educational backgrounds and thus become restricted by their social circles
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as they are not exposed to new and different ideas and practices that more

‘traditional’ students may have experienced in their previous education.

An important observation from the Hockings et al (ibid.) study was that although
students did not want to be seen as different from their peers, they valued tutors
and teaching that recognised them as individuals with individual academic and
social identities and addressed their particular learning needs. What came over
from students in the study was the notion of categorisation: for example, the
concept of the ‘traditional’ or ‘non-traditional’ student did not accurately reflect
the diversity of social, cultural or educational backgrounds, resulting in an over-
simplistic understanding that produced a limiting effect on the development of

inclusive and engaging teaching. Hockings et al observed that:

‘Diversity extends beyond the structural divisions of class, gender
and ethnicity. It encompasses different work, life and educational
experiences, different entry routes to university and differences in
life and family commitments. Diversity also encompasses
psychological and epistemological differences, including differences
in students’ approaches to learning, ways of knowing, and subject
knowledge.” Hockings et a/ (2010:98)

The same study reports that there were ‘barriers’ to the development of such
teaching. Although, as previously mentioned, tutors professed to understand the
needs of students and not to consider them as being in ‘deficit’ in any way, limited
contact time and opportunity meant that tutors knew very little about student
backgrounds (even less so than teachers in schools), and built the pedagogic and
curricular content of their teaching on experiences of past students. The suggestion
in the report is not that tutors should tailor all lessons for individuals, but that they
should rather find out about individual ‘learning styles’ in order to diagnose so-

called ‘deficits’ and offer support as appropriate.

Unfortunately, as the evidence base of this thesis suggests, where there are
inequalities in the learning situation these frequently go unrecognised by tutors.
One explanation for this might reside in one aspect of Bernstein’s (1996) notion of
the ‘pedagogic device’, in which there is ‘strong framing’ of teaching (that is to say,

more ‘traditional’ pedagogies in which learning is teacher-led rather than student-
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centred), associated with social control and reproduction. For example, at an élite
university, where reputation, built up over many years, may be seen as a priority,
the student must succeed — any individua! failure to achieve being seen as an
institutional failure to ‘deliver’. Strong framing in this context provides a clear
sequence to work resulting in clear expectations: i.e. a ‘visible’ pedagogy that is
immediately open to criticism or (it is hoped) praise on the basis of measurable
outcomes. As much of the literature cited above suggests, in many of the newer
universities in particular there have been efforts to adopt what Bernstein calls
‘weak framing’ (the more ‘progressive’, student-centred approach), intended, in
part, to be a supportive approach that starts with where the learner ‘is at’ and that

2"

focuses on ‘what is there’ rather than ‘what is “missing”’ (see also Bernstein, 2000:
43-50, on ‘competence’ and ‘performance’ models of teaching and learning,
returned to later in this chapter). Though intended to be supportive, such
approaches naturally need to convince the learner of their efficacy, and one of the
difficulties emerging from my own study is the reluctance of students to ‘sign up to’
such approaches, having spent so much of their previous education on the receiving
end of transmissive pedagogies. Thus, despite their efforts to the contrary, weakly
framed pedagogies can result in fragmentation and confusion in the learner,

emphasising rather than weakening a dependency culture in which learners crave

tutor contact and a desire to be told what to do (Bernstein 1996).

If there is a barrier to the development of inclusive pedagogies in HE that is related
to ‘WP students” resistance born of previous experience of formal education, it has
been argued that there are other, institutional barriers too that might work against
the best intentions of lecturers and tutors. Morley (2002), for example, has raised
the issue of the way in which systems designed to ‘assure quality’ and maximise
economic efficiency can prevent tutors and students liaising together to create
more inclusive pedagogies. Morley (2002:131) describes this limiting effect on
tutors in terms of it being ‘too dangerous to take pedagogic risks’: that is to say,
institutional pressures and policies associated with high-stakes inspection prevent
tutors from developing pedagogies that genuinely engage all students on an

individual level, the emphasis being on ‘teacher performance’ as ‘evidenced’ in
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measurable outcomes. Such a situation leads Evans (2004) to warn against the
transformation of teaching in universities into a ‘painting by numbers exercise of
the hand-out culture’ (2004:ix), while Williams et a/ (2010) report that the systemic
and structural barriers to learning for these students are heightened by ‘a culture of
“performativity” in colleges reinforcing “teaching to the test” that can damage
learning’ (2010:154). This (over-)concern with inspection and ‘performance’ relates
to another issue raised earlier in the thesis, which is that student drop-out rates
have become a major concern for universities, especially, perhaps, for the so-called
‘élite universities’. As Leathwood and O’Connell (2003) have observed, in such a
climate the very presence of students from (for example) ‘lower’ socio-economic

backgrounds is constructed as a problem and perceived as a risky investment.

The recorded effects of all this in terms of widening participation and inclusion are
somewhat depressing, suggesting again that the simple insertion of an inclusive,
widening participation policy into an unchanging system is never likely to achieve
optimal success. It is not surprising in light of this, perhaps, that key findings of the
TRLP reports on WP included the discovery of ‘systemic and systematic forms of
inequality for individuals and institutions across subjects and levels [including HE] of
education’ (David et af, 2010:150). It was noted in this same report that some
improvement had taken place in the area of inclusive education, but that the
continuation of inequalities in the wider society exacerbated and underlined the
challenge of representing under-represented or disadvantaged groups or
individuals in the future, having major implications for policies, practices and
pedagogies. In this context, Fuller et a/ (2005) make the point that there exists no
single government agency that has widening participation across the life course as
its core mission. Meanwhile, the ‘traditional’ HE policy remains dominant -
especially at the older universities, where, as indicated above, student learner
identities tend to be strongly influenced by previous experience of school, their

current university experience, and their social circumstances.

The recommendations by David et al (ibid.) to improve learning by widening
participation in HE involve developing sustainable pedagogies for social diversity,

via a pedagogy based on ‘connectionism’ as opposed to ‘transmissionism’: which
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would lead to greater opportunities for learners to engage in deep learning. David
et al’s study invites the interesting proposal that because students from ‘working
class’ backgrounds often have no family history of university-attendance, and
therefore no expectation of attending university themselves, they need to be
encouraged to adopt a ‘strategic’ attitude to study which is to ‘navigate through’
rather than ‘engage in’ university. In order to bring this about, it is important that
tutors have knowledge of student backgrounds at the start of the course. The
pedagogies that might emerge from such a stance clearly include a challenge to the
traditional/non-traditional student identity divide. Mirza (2008) argues that this
extends beyond diversity to theories of ‘inter-sectionality’ - intersectionality being
the term to describe the theorization of the relationship between different forms of
social inequality. One of the complications of theorizing simultaneousty multiple
complex inequalities is that at the point of intersection it is insufficient to treat
them merely as if they are to be added up, because they can also change each
other. Adding up the disadvantages, as in the notion of double or triple
disadvantage, does not fully account for the intersection; they may often, at least

partially, mutually constitute each other.

This more complex view of diversity has major implications for institutional policy
and practice in terms of the development of pedagogy and of tutor development.
As previously indicated, WP students may have a desire to ‘fit in’ (or at least not
stand out) and also value tutors who recognise individual academic and social
identities and address their needs. A problem for tutors, however, is that class sizes
and numbers of student groups mean they have difficulty getting to know students

even if they see the value in doing so.

A major issue for tutors, therefore, is the shortage of time — or the challenge of
finding or ‘making’ time - to reflect on and reconceptualise their own notions of
student diversity in light of knowing their students and their needs, in order that
they may redesign the curriculum and pedagogy to allow greater student
involvement. An appropriate response from the institution might be to ensure that

tutors do have adequate time and space for such reflection and pedagogic
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development. Sadly, as David et al (ibid) suggest, tutors often feel that the
opportunities to develop their practice are limited and overlooked in teaching skills
programmes: indeed, most have reduced learning resources available to create
inclusive learning environments, rendering raised awareness among policy makers

particularly important.

This issue of the importance of a radical change in thinking in the political arena of
the Official Recontextualising Field (ORF) as Bernstein calls it (e.g. Bernstein 2000) is
accentuated in the work of Abbas and McClean (2010). In their study, Abbas and
McClean argue that education is central to the knowledge base of society, and yet
education as it is currently configured produces and reproduces distributive
injustices. The point is made that biases in ‘form, content, access, and opportunities
of education’ have consequences not only for the economy, but that these biases
reach down ‘to drain the very springs of affirmation, motivation and imagination’
(2010:241). Bernstein has also made the point that biases ‘lie deep within the very
structure of the education system’s processes of transmission and acquisition and
their social assumption' (2000: xix). Abbas and McClean’s study draws upon
Bernstein’s ideas of how knowledge is distributed differently in educational
institutions, to illustrate how education systems are hierarchical and perpetuate
inequalities by focusing on issues such as the ranking of universities (league tables),
which are not designed to acknowledge or alleviate inequalities in economic or
social capital, therefore penalising those of decreased social status with fewer
resources. Elsewhere, there is clear evidence of limits to budgets for those HEls
providing courses for economically and socially disadvantaged groups (see, e.g.,
Forsyth and Furlong 2000, Morley 2003, Furlong and Cartmel 2005, Voight 2007),
and that, as has already been indicated, ‘lower’ social class students are attracted in
greatest numbers to the less well resourced universities (Archer et a/ 2003, 2008,
Reay et al 2005, Bowl 2006). It could be argued that the expansion of HE to improve
market competitiveness and increase social inclusion make rigorous monitoring of
teaching and learning essential. However, many authors (see Abbas and McClean
2010, Pinar 2012, Lasch 1984, Gibbs 2010, Brown 2010, Molesworth et al 2010,

Foskett 2011) express widespread doubts about current systems, arguing that the
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focus and form of quality systems are linked far too tightly to increased government
control and therefore to government agendas (which may be overly driven by
constructed economic imperatives) rather than ‘in-house’ evaluations of pedagogy

and curriculum and professionally-identified programmes of staff development.

Systemic constraints in developing widening participation and inclusive

pedagogies: ‘competence’, ‘utilitarianism’ and institutional cynicism

The work by Bernstein on the way in which public policy in the ‘official
recontextualising field” (ORF) becomes translated and transformed in the local or
pedagogic recontextualising field (PRF) - that is to say, what happens to policy
pronouncements once those charged with implementing them (e.g. local
authorities, educational institutions, individual teachers) attempt to do so within
constraints which often go unrecognised in the policy statements themselves - has
been particularly helpful in analysing the institutional and financial constraints
experienced locally, by HEIs and lecturers in my study, as they sought to promote
WP beyond simply increasing student numbers. in his account of potential and
fluctuating relationships between the ORF and the PRF, Bernstein observes, in

relation to the matter of the relative autonomy of institutions and teachers:

‘If the PRF can have an effect on pedagogic discourse independently
of the ORF, then there is both some autonomy and struggle over
pedagogic discourse and its practices. But if there is only the ORF,
then there is no autonomy’ (Bernstein 2000: 33).

Relating the ‘recontextualising fields’ to current and recent education policy in the

UK, Bernstein warns (ibid.):

‘Today, the state is attempting to weaken the PRF through its ORF,
and thus attempting to reduce relative autonomy over the
construction of pedagogic discourse and over its social contexts.’

Such an analysis is particularly interesting in light of the WP/widening access
agenda, in that there appears (certainly on the evidence of my own studies) to be a
tension within a policy which on the one hand charges HEIs to exercise more

autonomy in student recruitment, while on the other hand doing little to release its
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grip on rulings related to numbers, to ‘performance’ or to how performance is
judged and ‘measured’ - let alone providing the additional resourcing that such
autonomy might require for its effective exercise. In a further development of this
point, Bernstein draws an important distinction between ‘competence’ and
‘performance’, linking the former to the development of generic, perhaps pre-
existing or ‘natural’ skills (a far cry from the ‘competences discourse’ described by
Moore [2004] and others in relation to education and training in HE vocational
courses in the wider context), and the latter to training and ‘trainability’ - suggesting
that it is the trainability discourse that continues to dominate in both compulsory
and further and higher education. In view of the argument, expressed in this thesis
as well as by several of the lecturing staff interviewed, that the development of
learning skills, including problem-based activities, might offer a more suitable
approach with ‘non-traditional’ students than straightforward ‘training’ or
‘knowledge transfer’, Bernstein’s argument suggests the existence of a powerful
contradictory pull away from such changed pedagogic practice, at least on the
‘academic’ elements of the courses in question: that is to say, from student-centred
to more ‘traditional’ approaches. It also relates to another issue raised in the study,
concerning possible mismatches and tensions between academic and practical
elements of the courses, and the extent to which staff involved in the latter may

orient themselves to the former (and vice versa).

This latter issue - related to the ‘two-site’ nature of the courses under
consideration - had already announced itself in the IFS study which preceded the
longer thesis (Wood 2008). One of the tentative conclusions of that study was
that the placement element of the course was marginalising an important aspect
of learning that had previously been integral to the course when both theoretical
and practical elements were ‘under one roof’. The separation was creating what
McLaughlin  (1991) described as a re-orientation change: i.e. somewhat
unprincipled, pragmatic modifications to existing practices without fully exploring
what the long term consequences of such actions would be. As such, it was felt
that the placements were creating a change that could be described as

characterised by a ‘training’ approach, that this in turn had had an effect on the
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‘academic’ element of the course, and that, by consequence, students’ learning
experience was being limited and narrowed - not least by being very firmly located
within the confines of their course of study. Jones and Thomas (2005) have
described this as a ‘utilitarian” approach, that focuses primarily on the relationship
between HE and the national economy and sees curricular reform as an essential
precondition of improved economic responsiveness (rather than of improved
learning in its own right). It is important to remember that the purchasers of
health professions courses are the NHS, not HEFCE, and that they might be more
concerned with such utilitarian concepts than individual HEls themselves: i.e.
exclusively to ‘train” a workforce that is ‘competent’ (though not in the
Bernsteinian sense) to work in the NHS, with far less emphasis on how learning is
to be achieved (Fryer 2006). (See also Barnett’s [2004] call for an ‘ontological turn’
in curriculum and pedagogy away from a primary focus on predetermined
knowledge and skills toward a ‘pedagogy for the human being’, Wheelahan’s
[2007: 151] account of a vocation within which individuals can develop their
identities, recognise themselves and develop dispositions as ‘a way of being in the
world that connects different aspects of our lives as a way of navigating uncertain
futures’, and Young’s [2003] work on ‘communities of interest’ and ‘communities
of trust” in which it is argued that both workplace and HEI learning experience are
necessary in vocational education and training, as long as students are able to

make the connections between them (clearly an issue in my own IFS research).

If Bernstein’s work traces the relationship between policy as preached and policy as
practised - including, it must be said, the possibilities of practitioner influence on
public policy - and of the current dominance within the ‘official recontextualising
field” of training and trainability, Lasch and Pinar indicate why resistance in the
‘pedagogic recontextualising field’, though important, is not always so easy to
achieve. Lasch (1978, 1984) coins the term ‘presentism’ to describe the way in
which the constraints of having to deal constantly with immediate pressures and
problems act as obstacles (to institutions, to teachers and perhaps to students) to
reflection, long-term planning and the proper consideration of consequences -

helping us to understand the ways in which both lecturers and students in my own
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research seemed driven toward pragmatic orientations to study and teaching, in
which the immediate goal of achieving accreditation is more important than
pedagogic and curriculum issues and developments per se. Lasch describes a
‘nightmare scenario’ in which, in the face of impossible workloads and the need for
continual response to mandated policy and change, teachers might come to retreat
into the (apparent) safety of their own subjectivities, ‘abdicating their professional
authority and ethical responsibility for the curriculum they teach’ (1984: 3-4) While
such a nightmare scenario might not yet have arrived, there was certainly evidence,
as will be described in subsequent chapters, of teachers feeling they were being
asked to do the impossible (or nearly so), and of having to promote coping with
organisational change over the pedagogic changes they felt those organisational
changes might demand. Such an attitude might be described as a particular kind of
institutional ‘cynicism’: one that is characterised by a feeling that the overarching
system and its policies are simply irresistible, that internal contradictions in such
systems and policies have to be accepted and worked with as best as one is able,
and that is characterised by an air of resignation: ‘There is nothing we alone can do

to change things, to resist - no matter how much we would like to.’

As will be seen in the final chapter of the thesis, the notion of ‘presentism’ also
prompted the researcher’s use of another term - ‘absentism’ - to describe the
relative, enforced physical invisibility of many of the students in the study, and the
impact of this on their learning experience: a feature of their academic lives
paralleled by what Moore (1999) has called ‘symbolic exclusion’ - that is to say, to
reprise a point already made, a denial, for whatever reason (either by teachers or
students or both), of the existence and value of students’ existing learning
experiences, capabilities and preferred learning styles, especially where these may
not provide a close match with the teaching methods traditionally favoured by the

institution.
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‘Communities of Practice’ and ‘experiential learning’

An important issue already touched on, that relates both to professional learning
generally and to widening participation in particular, concerns the existence - which
may be both practical and philosophical - of a perceived or constructed ‘divide’
between theory and practice. In the case of the AHPs, as in teacher education and
training, this can result in mismatches of practice as well as of intent between HEls
which deal with the ‘theoretical’ side of things, and work placements {(schools,
hospitals and so on) which deal with the practical. Ideally, it might be hoped that in
the work placements students were guided in terms of applying theory to practice
and of interrogating theory through practice. However, it was evident in the current
study that this was not necessarily the case, and that there was indeed a clear
divide, perhaps a tension, between understandings and practices of teaching and
learning between the two sites of learning which were unhelpful both to students
and to course coherence and development. (These issues will be elaborated at

greater length later on in the thesis in relation to my own particular study.)

One way of helping practitioners bridge this apparent divide is provided in Lave and
Wenger’s (1991) notion of ‘Communities of Practice’ (CoP), which will be
referenced again and further elaborated in Chapter 6 below. Here, ‘newcomers’
(novices) in a profession or an institution gradually become mainstream members
of a CoP by having the opportunity to participate in the social relations of the
community (these will include learning relations). ‘Community’, of course, needs to
be carefully defined. In terms of AHP courses, for instance, community may be
defined as the university community, the work placement community, and (ideally)

the course or programme, which involves both the HEI and the workplace.

The concept of CoP was first presented in Lave and Wenger’s treatise, Situated
Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation (1991). With the associated concept of
‘legitimate peripheral learning’ Lave and Wenger proposed a new paradigm shift in
understanding, practising and experiencing learning, centring on the notion of

Situated Learning - one in which active social participation was not just an adjunct
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to the learning processes but a vehicle for learning itself. The concept challenges
‘formal teaching’ in that learning takes place in many settings, not just the lecture
halls of academia. The original concepts of CoP have been extensively extended and
reviewed (see Wenger 1998, Wenger et a/ 2002, Hughes, Jewson and Unwin 2007),

and have particular relevance to all fields of educational studies.

Lave and Wenger’s focus on experiential learning is particularly helpful and relevant
in relation to considerations of mature learners, who will bring a wealth of
‘tappable’ life experience with them into the learning situation, and it is a concept
that has been further developed by a number of theorists. David Kolb et a/ (1975,
1976, 1981, 1995ab, 2001), for example, have developed a model of experiential
learning that has particular applications to the theories and practice of adult
learning, as well as to notions of informal and lifelong learning. The term
experiential learning is used here is two contexts. The first occurs through direct
participation in the events of life (Houle 1980:221), which can be understood as
learning by the individual achieved via reflection upon everyday experiences -
effectively, the way most people ‘do learning’. The second relates to the sort of
learning used by students who are given a chance to acquire and apply knowledge,
skills and feelings in an immediate (often ‘practical’) setting. This involves a direct
encounter with the phenomenon being studied rather than just thinking about it ‘at
a distance’: i.e. putting theory into practice, or, more precisely perhaps, drawing on
theory by way of better understanding experience and subsequently moving to
improved practice. To return to a point already made, when a professions-based
course or programme has two physical sites of learning in which one focuses on
theory and the other on practice, the not-always-easy trick is to dovetail the two so
that rather than experiencing contradictions, tensions and separations the student
is able to see both parts of the course as of equal importance individually and as

essential aspects of a coherent whole.

Kolb’s early work focuses upon concrete experiences and the different styles of
learning that are involved. His model of experiential learning essentially

encompasses four elements: concrete experience; observation and reflection;
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formation of abstract concepts; and testing in new situations - elements that are
presented as an experiential learning cycle. In relation to the current study, two
aspects can be seen as especially noteworthy: the use of concrete, 'here-and-now'
experience to test ideas; and the use of feedback to change practices and theories
(Kolb 1981:21-22). Kolb links these processes with Dewey’s theories of learning and
pedagogy to emphasize the developmental nature of the exercise, and with Piaget
for an appreciation of cognitive development. The reflective element also draws
upon the work of Donald Schén, whose significant contribution has been to bring
the notion of reflective practice into the centre of any understanding of what
professionals do, through the ideas of reflection ‘in” and ‘on’ action. In the case of
reflection in action:

‘The practitioner allows himself [sic] to experience surprise,
puzzlement, or confusion in a situation which he finds uncertain or
unique. He reflects on the phenomenon before him, and on the
prior understandings which have been implicit in his behaviour. He
carries out an experiment which serves to generate both a new
understanding of the phenomenon and a change in the situation.’
(Sch6n 1983: 68)

Reflection on action, on the other hand, is done ‘post experience’, involving finding
and spending time reflecting on why we acted as we did, what exactly was
happening in a teaching group, and so on. In so doing, we develop sets of questions

and ideas about our activities and practice.

Returning to the concept of Communities of Practice in relation to AHP courses in
HE, James (2007) suggests that the positions of ‘knowledgeable participant’ - i.e.
tutors - are complex, and so, therefore, are the positions of the ‘novices’ - the
students. Lave and Wenger’s (ibid.) emphasis on ‘harmonising categories’ of joint
enterprise, mutual engagement and shared repertoire, suggests that CoPs are - and
indeed can be - networks or groups which regulate or make meaning of individual
lives both inside and outside the workplace (Tight 2004). In HE, as already
suggested, both students and, particularly. perhaps, academics will work in a
number of overlapping CoPs. Thus, academics working on AHP courses will belong

to networks forged around their own disciplinary research, their teaching, and
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departmental and institutional practices each, with its own sense of joint enterprise
and mutual and shared repertoires (Hodkinson and Hodkinson 2004). In these

contexts, Trowler and Knight (2000) argue that:

‘individuals have to develop day to day practices, behavioural and
discursive, cognitive and emotional, explicit and tacit - and sets of
ontological and epistemological assumptions about what they are
doing.” (Trowler and Knight 2000:31).

The very fact that academics are likely to belong to a number of CoPs rather than
just one is significant in relation to the current thesis, in that it goes some way
toward explaining a particularly unhelpful part of the student experience,
concerning a perceived divide between theory and practice, HEl ‘academic learning’
and workplace ‘experiential learning’. This perceived divide - which to an extent is
clearly shared by the tutors in the two physical sites of learning - appears to render
tutors’ moves toward course coherence (we might say, toward a ‘unified’ CoP, or at
least a ‘CoP confederacy’) particularly difficult, with obvious knock-on effects in
relation to the student experience - not least in reinforcing preconceived ideas that
practice-based experiential learning is ‘for me’ and theory is ‘abstract’, largely

irrelevant, and essentially ‘for others’.

To explore this a little further, academics on AHP courses may view themselves as:
disciplinary practitioners who have an obligation to their own profession and
professional body; tutors on an academic course; researchers in a professional
discipline; and, increasingly, administrators in an institutional context.
Consequently, to work in HE means to belong to multiple CoPs, which indeed may
have conflicting interests. As indicated in the previous section, global developments
in HE including increasing marketisation and reductions in public sector provision
have led to a restructuring of academic institutions that includes budget cuts,
increased student numbers, a shift towards student fees and loans, and a rise in
the ‘regulatory state’, to which institutions are increasingly accountable (James
2007). Added to this, the imposition of ‘quality assurance’, in which teaching and

research are subject to performance indicators, has arguably created heightened
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marketing and branding of institutions, leading to a move away from collegiality
towards managerialism and undermining academic freedoms in terms of the
autonomy and integrity of disciplines (Whitty 2004). Within such a climate, HE
becomes a commodity (Ball et al 2012) providing a service, imposing strategies and
systems that academics now have to participate in and compete with (Olssen and
Peters 2005) - and, it might be suggested, restricting the possibilities in the process
both of self-determining CoPs and of 'unified’ CoPs. In a ‘departmental CoP’, for
instance, there is a requirement that disciplinary professional academics access
their own professional CoP, in which programmes of study are increasingly
determined by the demands of outside agencies, including those which may stress
their ‘theoretical rigour.” Workplace tutors, however, have their own professional
CoP and their own obligation to their own (separate) professional body. We might
suggest that such a situation is likely to accentuate rather than help break down
existing structural and psychological barriers to the development of unified CoP:
the fact, for instance, that HEl academics struggle to become more involved in the
‘practice-based’ elements of courses because they are employed - and have to
spend so much time - as lecturers/researchers; the perceived ‘threat’ that
academics might pose to ‘knowledgeable practitioners’ (and vice versa) in other
CoPs; or the fact that academics may also be working on the edge of their
disciplinary community and therefore not have strong capital within it. Academics
can rarely hold on to all elements of each CoP: teaching and research, for example,
may dominate in the disciplinary CoP, and even teaching and research may be
divided into two separate CoPs. The managerialism of HE may additionally remove
the academic from both teaching and research and ground them in a managerial
administrative CoP wherein they lose their disciplinary identity altogether - a
process of ‘dis-identification” and reconstruction of identity in a context of conflict

and exclusion (James 2007).

The idea that ‘learning transfer’ is problematic and that support therefore needs to
be given to professionals entering the workplace to help contextualise the
knowledge gained in other settings (e.g. an HEl) is explored further in the work of

Eraut (2004, 2007, et al 2000) who adopts a less enthusiastic stance toward the
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notion of the CoP. Eraut suggests that the initial training for most health care
professions incorporates extensive work placements (Eraut 1994, 1997) with the
concurrent approach of formal university education and work placement
considered the most appropriate structure. Eraut points out that:

‘Much working knowledge is tacit and explicit versions of it fail to
recognise its complexity. Informal learning arises out of social
situations, but most of these are more transient than implied by the
euphemistic metaphor of ‘community of practice’.” Eraut (1997:2)
The challenge for professionals, according to Eraut, is to bring together the
different types of knowledge underpinned by different values and logics, not least
through developing understandings of how forms of knowledge are

recontextualised as people move between sites of learning and practice in work,

education and community settings.

The goal of bringing theory and practice ‘back together’, despite the constraints
already referred to, should not be beyond the realms of possibility. Although Guile
(2006) has argued that workplace learning represents a departure from traditional
HEI thinking and practice, Burke and Jackson {2007) argue that while there is no
agreed definition of workplace learning it has obvious overlaps with work-based
learning (WBL). To clarify this distinction, Boud and Solomon (2008) describe WBL
as a class of university programme that brings together HEIs and work
organisations, usually involving a partnership between the HEl and the work
placement. Importance in such arrangements is placed on employers establishing
working relationships with HEIs to produce the future workforce. However, at the
centre of work-based practice lies the process of knowledge recontextualisation, as
knowledge is put to work in different environments. For knowledge generated and
practised in one context to be put to work in a new and different context it has to
be recontextualised in ways that simultaneously engage with those practices,
traditions and experiences (Evans et al 2011). Recontextualisation may thus be seen
as a multifaceted, pedagogic practice where concepts and practices change as they

are used in different settings. Such processes can vary according to personal
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characteristics, and together with prior learning and tacit knowledge they may be

unequally distributed (Evans 2004).

A key proposal to emerge from all of these commentators is that in order to bridge
or mend any divide - perceived or actual - between areas of theory and practice, of
work-placement and university, it is necessary to create a ‘collaborative
community’ where authority does not depend upon status but upon the sharing of
knowledge and expertise whatever the setting (see Watkins 2005, 2009). Eraut
(ibid.) argues succinctly that the methods of learning in the workplace are different
from those within the HEIl but are of equal importance, and it is important for this
equal importance to be mutually acknowledged. Many authors believe that the way
forward in this regard is to co-construct a ‘collaborative community’ (see Hughes,
Jewson and Unwin 2007, Hargreaves 1994, Nias et al 1992), wherein co-
participation between the workplace and the university develops into a ‘whole
institution” approach rather than one of separation and compartmentalisation of

knowledge and skills.

Summary and Discussion

This chapter has described the initial theoretical underpinnings of the thesis, with
reference to literature under four broad categories: widening participation in higher
education; inclusion and exclusion; systemic constraints (in the implementation of
the WP agenda); and Communities of Practice and situated learning. The chapter
has drawn attention to mismatches between the rhetoric of WP policy and what
‘WP students’ may experience in practice, referencing both institutional-systemic
and individual, psychological barriers to widening participation in HE generally and
in relation to HE AHP courses more specifically. It has been suggested in the course
of reviewing this literature that fears of financial reprisals or reputational damage in
relation to student failure or drop-out rates acts as a deterrent to some universities’
embracing widening participation, thus reducing student choice of institution, and
that students from working-class and other minoritised backgrounds may suffer by

bringing low self-expectations with them, acquired during the course of previous
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educational experiences. Other issues raised, which are explored subsequently in
the thesis, concern

e the problems of attempting to embed WP policy into unchanging systems
and cultures, and without adequate resourcing - including adequate staff
(re-)training;

e the negative impact of both overwork and a performativity culture on
developing inclusive pedagogies, often resulting in the development of
negative attitudes toward ‘WP students’;

e systemic constraints leading to utilitarian practices rather than promoting
independent, lifelong learning.

The chapter has concluded with a discussion of the perceived differences between
‘academic’, 'theoretical’ teaching and learning, typically sited within the HEI, and
‘practical’, ‘experiential’ learning, typically sited within the workplace, with the
suggestion that this theory-practice ‘divide’ is unhelpful to WP students who may
instinctively, in light of previous experience and self-perception, lean toward the
practical and experiential rather than the theoretical, instead of seeking to combine
the two ‘elements’ into one di