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Abstract

[Under a 'widening participation’' agenda, universities are currently being encouraged

by Government to admit students from under-represented groups and those with
non-traditional qualifications. The University of Sunderland has been one of the

most successtul 1n attracting students from these groups. but has been less successtul

at retaining those students and helping them achieve. This research investigates the

reasons for this lack of success. It tackles the issue in three phases:

An in1tial investigation into student stress showed significant differences between -
level entrants and non-traditional entrants to Sunderland Business School. Poor

person-environment fit and unmet expectations were i1dentified as important sources

of stress.

A subsequent investigation of student expectations again revealed significant
differences between A-level and non-traditional entrants in areas relating to the
academic experience, with A-level entrants showing lower levels of enjoyment ot
learning and poorer match with expectations, accompanied by a significant fall in
the academic performance of the A-level entrants over the first two years at
university. The research concludes that there is poor academic integration of A-

level students into a system that has been adapted over recent vears to cater for the

needs of non-traditional entrants.

Other expectations were reported as widely unmet by a// students, and these were
further investigated using the concept of the psychological contract. The findings
suggest that many students have an incongruent psychological contract that can
result in their under-achievement at university. The research proposes a model ot
the student/university psychological contract that can be used as a framework for

further research into this issue.
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Preface

T'he ongins of this thesis lie in my own personal experience when I joined the
teaching staff at Sunderland Business School in 1993. I had previously spent some
time teaching in the School of Health Sciences — mainly on the Pharmacy or
Pharmaceutical and Chemical Sciences courses. The courses were tvpified by small
classes (Just enough students to fit safely into a laboratory. numbers governed by
the Royal Pharmaceutical Society), and by highly motivated students with a strong
sense of vocation. Even in the first year. students tended to identifv with a course —
they were already ‘the pharmacists’ or * the chemists’. or whatever. Most students
came from professional families with a tradition of higher education. Drop-out rates

and reterral rates were low.

The difference when I joined the Business School took me by surprise. Here. the
Government’s emerging ideas on “widening participation had quickly taken hold.
The majority of students were from the lower social classes, with no tradition ot HE
in the family. There was a high proportion of overseas students — 15% coming from
Greece alone. Entry requirements for the business programmes were two "k’ grades
or equivalent at A level, compared with three high grade A levels tor the sciences.
Many students gained entry with GNVQ qualifications. or a mixture of GNVQ and
A level. A modular scheme with a wide variety of options ensured that there was
little sense of ‘cohort” amongst the students. Class sizes for core modules were
large, but outside of these the students would be with a different peer group for each

option. Here, failure rates for some of the core modules were exceeding 50%. and

almost one quarter of students failed to complete their course.

The problem of high failure rates was a cause of serious concern for management
and academics alike. The costs of referrals and drop-outs had significant ettect on
the School’s finances, and academics were struggling to find ways ot making this
non-traditional body of students successful. Traditional methods certainly were not
working. but many tutors were ill-prepared to think outside of thesc methods. It

was the easy option to blame the low standards of entry. but that would not solve the



problem. Widening participation as a policy was here to stav. at least for the

foreseeable future, so something positive had to be done.

Along with many other organisations at that time. the Business School decided that a
course of “study skills™ training would help solve the problem. The theory was that
by running such a course in the first semester students could be “transformed’ into
the more traditional type, able to carry out critical analysis. research. report writing
and so on.

This 1s where my involvement began. [ was charged with setting up and running a
“tutor group” scheme to provide a system of pastoral support combined with study
skills training. Individual academic tutors would meet their tutees in groups of
twenty five every two weeks for an hour-long session. The success or otherwise of
this scheme 1s not pertinent to this study. However, in my role as lead tutor I came
Into contact with many more students than I might otherwise have done in my usual
teaching role, and by the very nature of the job these particular students tended to be
those who had problems of some sort. I was struck by the range of problems that
students were experiencing and the effects that they were having. One might have
expected that money problems and workload would be the main 1ssues. but whilst
these did teature strongly there were many more issues that seemed to be making my
students unhappy. The more contact I had with the students. the more convinced I
became that poor entry grades were too simplistic a reason for our high failure rates.
We had many bright and articulate students. Some had achieved poor grades at A
level, not because of any lack of capability. but because they had simply “messed
around’ 1n sixth form, and had not done enough work. Many entered the Business
School chastened but full of enthusiasm, having been given what they saw as a
‘'second chance” at a university place. Yet, by the time they reached their second
year. this enthusiasm had died in many of them. It almost seemed that 1t was
something that we were doing to them that caused this demise.

Around this time [ attended the annual conference of the Societv for Research into
Higher Education (SRHE),where I listened to a presentation on stress amongst
dental students. Most of the theoretical causes of stress seemed to fit my students:

poor person‘environment fit. inability to cope with change. lack of control. and



workload all seemed relevant. There were also clear links between stress and

performance. which suggested a possible cause of high failure rates at the Business

School. This, then, was how the investigation started. My objectives were:

* Todentify factors that were having an adverse effect on the students’
experience of higher education
* Todevelop an explanatory model of these factors with a view to identifving "at

risk’” students and providing possible strategies to improve the student

experience and performance.

My 1nitial findings indicated some interesting trends in the stress levels of the
students. However, when these were followed up with interviews it became
apparent that student motivation was really the key 1ssue. and within that student
expectations was a significant factor. It was this topic that I focussed on for the
major part of this research. Chapters one and two therefore provide a summary of
the context within which this study took place. and a brief report on my 1nitial
investigations up until expectations emerged as a key 1ssue; thereafter. the thesis

reports on the structured investigation into student expectations and their effect on

student experience.



T'he quality of our expectations determines the quality of
our action

Andre Godin



Chapter One: The Historical Context

1.1Recent changes in Higher Education

Since the end of World War I successive governments have been steadily
introducing legislation to change the education system in the UK. During the last 20
years of the 20" century the changes were particularly dramatic. far-reaching. and

rapid. The basis of this change has been:
® A move towards more industry-centred education
® A move from literary, cultural or historical interests to science and technology

® A re-branding and targeting of education. making it more selective.

At the same time, government. with its eye on the nation’s purse. has been seeking
to make education more efficient, and this has led to profound changes in the
structure of the education system. In the Higher Education sector. with which this

thesis ts primarily concerned, the main changes have been:

® Replacement of the dual system of polytechnics and universities by a single

university system

® A radical overhaul of the funding system. which 1s now based on pertormance

indicators

e A significant increase in student numbers, without a proportional increase 1n

rCSOUrcCces

® An increased emphasis on ‘off-campus’ learning. such as open learning and

work-based learning

e Changes in student funding, with a shift from grants to repayable loans. coupled.
in England, with the introduction of tuition fees for the majority ot students
Surrounded by all this change, a student entering Higher Education at the beginning

of the 217 century undoubtedly faces a far different experience to a student ol the
1970°s or 80°s — those, in fact, who now form the main body of academics teaching
in universities. It is likelv that many of these academics will still be immersed in the
old methods and traditions of H.E. (We will see later how little incentive there has

been to change their ways). It therefore does not seem unreasonable to assume that



at the present time, there is likelv to be some degree of “strategic drift’ in the
delivery of H.E. — on the one hand. a rapidly-changing environment presenting
quite a different student experience to the traditional model. and on the other. the
deliverers of teaching sticking to the old models that have worked so well for so
many years.

T'he students. of course, are caught in this strategic gap. this mis-match between the

system and the practice, and there is clear evidence that many are struggling to cope

1n this situation. It is this issue that is investigated in this study.

1.2 Reasons for change

The changes in Government policy that affect today s student population can be

traced back to the end of the second World War. At that time it was the Labour
Party that was seen as the true ‘moderniser’ of the education system. The party’s
doctrine of post-war reform was that of economic development hinged on a more
widespread provision of education for all social classes. This doctrine linked
individual 1nterest with economic need, by proposing that there should be an
Increase 1n opportunity for everyone, supported by an expansion in education. Some
of the major reform implemented by Labour to support this theme was the
introduction of comprehensive education and the establishment of the polytechnics.
It was thought that by increasing opportunity, particularly for the working classes.
the “human resources’ that they together embodied could be used to etfectively
support the expected economic growth, and thereby meet the needs ot industry. In
1984 Lyotard suggested:

The transmission of knowledge 1s no longer designed to train an elite capable

of guiding a nation towards 1ts emancipation, but to supply the svstem with

players capable of acceptably fulfilling their roles 1n the pragmatic posts

required of institutions. (Lyotard, 1984, p.48).

However, despite the changes that took place. there emerged a growing discontent
amongst industrialists that the education system was not. n fact, meeting their necds

— an argument that was supported by a number of academic studies. It was argued

t-J



that the system still maintained a weakness that had persisted for over a century —
that of a remoteness from (and in some cases. hostility to) industrial polic\ :
industrial training had always been rudimentary: H.E. had neglected the research
needs of industry. and schools lacked an interest in technology.

So. 1t would appear that much of the talk of reshaping the education system to
support economic growth was empty rhetoric. One theory as to why this was so is
offered by Ken Jones (Jones, 1989) He argues that at that time there were no
calculations made of the relation between educational expansion and economic
growth — that ‘manpower needs” were never translated with any clarity into
educational objectives. The reasons for this were. he believes. due to the existence
of other commitments and i1deals held by the policy-makers — belief in equal
treatment, objections to privilege, and protest at wasted potential. This all resulted
in an undifterentiated expansion of education that was not formally or deliberatecly
targeted on specific manpower needs or particular social groups. and. as we have
seen, the industrialists™ viewpoint was that this approach did not meet the needs of

the economy.

When the Conservatives came to power 1n 1979, education immediately came under
the spotlight, primarily because at the time 1t was found to be absorbing more than
14% of GNP- 3% more than defence spending. It therefore became a prime target
for monetarist attention, and it 1s at that time that the first ripples ot change appeared

that were to grow into the tidal wave that 1s now engulfing education.

Over the next ten years. first under Keith Joseph and then Kenneth Baker, the

Conservatives implemented policies that they believed would improve the ettficiency

and effectiveness of our education system. and 1n the process set about dismantling
the established pattern of undifferentiated expansion ot education. They favoured a
much higher degree of targeting and selection, and implicit in this policy was the
fact that therc were some groups who were not targeted for favourable treatment.
and had to accept a lower level of education. At first sight this seemed like a step

backwards towards a very traditional approach. where only the privileged few had

'JJ



access to high quality education — for example. the Black Papers of the 1970"s (Cox
and Dyson, 1971; Cox and Boyson, 1977) targeted only 5-8% of the state school
population. However. the Conservatives’ policy included a much wider range of
selection, such that the system was intended to include the majority of the student
population 1n schools. and positive selection was not just limited to those at the top
of the educational pyramid, but also a large middle section. It was intended that this
should be achieved by the introduction of alternative systems of education — the
NVQs and GNVQs being the main example — and by creating schemes such as
‘Investors 1n People’ to encourage companies to take responsibility for the
continuing education of their workforce. The initiative was driven by a set of
learning “targets’ published by the Government. So. by increasing the selectiveness
of education by widening the options beyond the traditional academic routes and
providing alternative vocational courses, the Government sought to increase
considerably the percentage of the population who would be formally educated

beyond compulsory schooling.

Hand-1n-hand with these reforms, which were intended to make the system more
effective, came a squeeze on the finances of education, in an effort to make 1t more
efficient. Funding of the education system itself was completely overhauled and
made competitive; funding of the students themselves changed, with (in H.E.) a

move from grants to repayable loans. Student numbers were dramatically increased

without a corresponding increase in resources. and there was a shift towards more

off-campus methods.

The speed at which these changes were implemented within a system as bureaucratic
as that of education was quite remarkable. The process was driven by a clear
strategy for change; by 1988 the Conservatives had a set of policies that was wide-
ranging and unmatched in their attention to detail. They covered issues of
curriculum content, of standards and assessment. of the control of the teaching forcc.
and on the educational system's relationship to the world of work. The overall aim

was to transform the whole svstem and culture of learning.



One may question why the Conservatives would want to expend so much etfort in
these educational reforms. when after all the party did not embrace the principles of
social inclusion so closely as Labour. The answer lies in the economic environment.
and 1n particular the pressure of international competitiveness. Over a number of
years Britain had experienced a prolonged decline in competitiveness relative to
other trading nations. By 1992 we were ranked thirteenth on a league tablc of
International competitiveness indices behind not only the nations that we might

expect, like Japan, the USA, and Germany, but also the likes of Ireland. Belgium
and Finland. (Rajan, 1993)

Considerable research has gone into discovering the secret of success in the
international competitiveness stakes, and one of the main findings has been that
those countries that have experienced the sharpest rise in relative competitiveness
have also developed strong approaches to encouraging the foundation skills of
young people, and learning throughout life for all. Researchers and analysts have
pointed to the low levels of technical attainment and qualifications at all levels of the

British worktorce as a key factor in the nation’s competitive decline:

....a major barrier to upgrading and even to sustaining competitive advantage in
industry (has been the way) the British educational system has badly lagged behind
that of virtually all the nations we studied. Access to top quality education has been
[imited to only a few. and a smaller percentage of students go on to higher education
than in most other advanced nations... "

... The more serious problem is the education of the average student. British
children are taught by teachers less qualified than those in many nations, receive

less training in maths and science, put in fevver hours, and drop out more

Michael Porter
The Competitive Advantage of Nations, Macmillan. 1990




[n addition to this ‘skills gap . the nature of the environment is also exerting an

Intfluence on the fype of skill and education now needed by our workforce. Consider:

® Intoday s environment, new knowledge is being acquired at a greater rate than

ever betore, so that knowledge gained only a short while ago can be useless or

obsolete.

® Technology is changing extremely rapidly. and workers have to constantly adapt

to keep pace.

® Jobs are less secure- gone are the days when a worker could expect to stay in the
same jJob, or even the same type of job. throughout his working life. In today's

world it 1s not uncommon for a worker to have two or three changes of career.

It follows that a traditional education that emphasises the attainment of a discrete
body of specialist knowledge 1s no longer so relevant in this rapidly-changing world.
Employers now seek individuals with flexibility and innovative ability as well as
basic technical competence. and they expect workers to be capable of learning new
things as they come along. Again. the nations that have been most successful in
terms of competitiveness over recent years are those that have developed this ethos
of flexibility and "lifelong learning’ in their educational system. They provide an
education that 1s more broadly based than ours. promoting not just narrow technical
understanding of a job or academic subject, but competence 1n broader skills that

generate adaptability, creativity, and the tlexibility to respond to changing demands.

So. these are the forces that have been driving the reforms of the education system.

The changes in the curriculum and qualifications system that have resulted have
been intended to:
e Help the great majority of school leavers to reach a higher basic level of

achievement

¢ Broaden both emplover and college-based opportunities for voung people to

encourage many more to aim high

e Ensure that all education and training provision encourages breadth, tflexibility

and self-reliance for jobs for the future



® Upgrade and improve the skills of adults

1.3 Changes in university provision

T'he university system that exists today bares little resemblance to that which existed

up until the late 70s. The changes have been so dramatic because the new
educational policies have been driven by a set of Government targets that have

exerted powerful and often conflicting pressures on universities. Most notable of

these are pressure for:

e Expansion
® Meeting the needs of industry and the economy
® Producing a ‘learning society

® Improved efficiency

1.3.1 Expansion

Expanding participation in post-compulsory education 1s probably the overwhelming
pressure on today’'s universities. By 2010 the Government aims 1s that 50% of
young people should be in Higher Education. It 1s intended that this should be

achieved by two mechanisms that are often (wrongly) used interchangeably:

Improving access: This requires that universities provide ‘non-standard
modes of entry into higher education such as access courses, credit schemes.

accreditation of prior experiential learning (APEL). and schemes for targeted

groups of students (e.g. mature students).

IWidening participation.: This concept 1s more specific than that of improving

access. 1n that it targets particular groups with the aim of increasing



participation of under-represented and socially disadvantaged categories of
students. These include social classes I1Im-V, those from deprived socio-
demographic areas, ethnic minority groups, multiple disadvantaged groups.

and disabled students. (Gosling and D’ Andrea, 2001).

[t 1s clear that improving access may or may not lead to widening participation:
widening participation requires special effort, and is harder to achieve than mere
expansion. The motivation to expend this special effort has varied greatly across the
university sector. In general the ‘old” universities (i.e. pre-1992) have been able to
achieve their expansion targets by admitting “‘more of the same’. Demand for their
courses 1s such that there are adequate numbers of ‘traditional’ students to fill
places. In a recently published report, Widening Participation in Higher Education
in England (National Audit Office, 2002), it was claimed that much of the £77
million available for improving access in 2001-2002 went to middle-class graduates
returning to Higher Education instead of to poor first-timers, and higher education
minister Margaret Hodge stated that “Over 85% of those who go to top universities
come from the top three income groups’ (THES Jan 18" 2002).

In contrast, many of the post-1992 universities have struggled to fill courses, and
have embraced the 1deals of widening participation as a means to meet targets. This

can be demonstrated by recent figures produced by Hefce (1999):

Figure 1.1: Student intake b ye of university (1999
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Figurel.2:Participation of under-represented groups in Hicher Education

(1999)

1 20% b ke L T U L — - —— - — e ———
— =

100%

80%

0 State Schools or colleges
. B Social class llim, IV, V
. OLow participation neighbourhoods

60%

40%

20%

0%
Aston University of University of University of
University Cambridge Leeds Sunderiand

Here, we can see that the student population of the pre-1992 universities comprises
almost entirely of traditional A-level entrants, whilst mature students and lower
social class groups represent a significant proportion of the new university sector
intake. These figures would suggest that, despite the Government removing the
binary divide 1in 1992, the two extremes of the system are still operating in very
different ways.

[t would appear, then, that the ‘new’ universities have been particularly successtul in
achieving the aim of widening participation in HE. However, this belies a more
pessimistic picture, for whilst the numbers non-traditional students entering HE
have indeed increased, the figures for those successfully completing their courses are

not so good, as figure 1.3 demonstrates:



Figurel.3: Drop-out rates 1999 (Source: Times Hicher Educational

Supplement, Jan 18™ 2002)
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[t has been common within the sector to blame the students themselves for this poor
performance, but this argument 1s confounded by figures from some universities that
have been very successful in both widening participation and achieving good

completion rates. Figures for the most successful are shown 1n figure 1.4.

Figurel.4: Top four UK universities for retention relative to non-traditional

intake (Source: Times Higher Educational Supplement, Jan 18" 2002
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The key to success for these universities is the flexible approach that they take to
meeting the needs of students. They offer a climate in which non-traditional
students can succeed, rather than offering a traditional course to students with no
family background in HE (THES, January 18" 2002). Examples include the
provision of funds to help students from poor backgrounds (Strathclyde). integrated
student support services from entry to graduation (Sheffield Hallam). and flexible.
modular systems appealing particularly to mature students (Stirling). Common to all
of these, though, are systems that encourage academic staff to understand and

support the needs of non-traditional students. for example through innovative staff

development programmes.

These figures show that widening participation can work, but to do so Universities
must have a commitment not only to extended recruitment effort. but also to

changing the way they do things once the students are admitted.

1.3.2 Meeting the needs of Industry and the Economy

The pressure for Higher Education to better serve the needs of industry was
introduced 1n section 1.1. The election of a Labour Government in 1997 did not
break the continuity of thinking on education introduced with Conservative policy

over the previous years. A white paper, 1ssued shortly after the election, stated.

Investment in learning in the 21* century is the equivalent of investment in
the machinery and technical innovation that was essential to the first great

industrial revolution. Then 1t was physical capacity: now it 1s human capital.

(DfEE, 1997. p15)

Two areas of development are particularly important to this aim: development of

skills and preparation for work, and research

The development of skills has become a key item on the HE agenda since the

publication of the Dearing Report in 1997.which argued tor growing

| |



interdependence between HEI's. the economy. employers and the state. The

Dearing Committee made a specific recommendation that all institutions should
increase the extent to which courses prepared students for the world of work. The
Government endorsed this view that enhanced employability should be one of the
aims of Higher Education, and subsequently supported a range of projects designed
to encourage the spread of key skills development and work experience. In a speech
made 1n 2000, the then Secretary for Education and Employment further
strengthened this vision of HE serving the needs of employers by defining what
institutions should do, specifically, to prepare students for work. This included a
minimum period of work experience for each student, a requirement that every
student study a module that gives insight into the world of work. and a graduate
apprentice scheme designed to integrate study with work-based learning.

Various employers’ organisations have voiced strong support for the inclusion of
skills development in HE, as exemplified by a number of “wish lists™ that have
resulted from employers surveys conducted over the last ten years (e.g. QHE. 1993,
1994 Harvey et al 1997). Overall. employers have been very successful in
influencing Government policy on the purpose of Higher Education, to such an
extent that, in 1996, the Commuttee of Vice Chancellors and Principals (CVCP)
made a joint declaration with the Confederation for British Industry (CBI) and the
Council for Industry and Higher Education (CIHE), asserting that most British

people, most educators, and most students believe that it 1s one ot Higher
Education’s purposes to prepare students well for working lite. However, 1t has
been questioned what evidence was used to underpin this declaration (Dunne et al.
2000).

This policy of allowing industry to define the purpose of Higher Education 1s not
without its critics. as one might expect. Many see it as a means of disentfranchising
discipline-based academics of their expertise and allowing the Higher Education
system to become merely a servant of the state (see, for example, Barnett, 1994 and
Gubbay. 1994).

Along with a lack of willingness to adopt the new agenda. there also appears to be a

lack of knowledge or expertise that would allow academics to fullv embrace the



concept of skills development. As part of the ESRC's prozramme of research into

‘'the learning society” a study was undertaken to gain enhanced understanding of

skills acquisition in Higher Education and employment (Dunne et al, 2000). The

study uncovered some fundamental barriers to the promoting and development of
skills:

" There were a number of different terms used to describe sets of skills that were
deemed important to employers, such as core. transferable. personal. common.
or key skills; or personal, core or generic competencies: or personal attributes.
Each of these terms could be used to describe different "lists™ containing
different numbers and combinations of skills.

* Academics had varied understanding of the different terms. For example. some
considered ‘core skills’ to be discipline- specific, whilst “generic skills™ were
cross-discipline, such as communication and numeracy.

* Academics were unfamiliar with the notion of transfer of learning, and found it

difficult to articulate their understanding of how students learn.

Dunne et al concluded that the discourse on skills 1s ‘confused, confusing and under-
conceptualised’. They argue that recommendations set out by Dearing can not be
achieved unless future action 1s founded on theoretical underpinnings of skills, and,
significantly. that a continuing process of training and professional development for
academics 1s introduced, to ensure that their teaching 1s underpinned by
understanding of learning theory, and that they intentionally teach for transfer.

Of course, this type of commitment will require significant resource. and the
difficulty of this becomes clear when considering the other area in which Higher
Education 1s charged with supporting industry. and that 1s in terms of research.
Promotion of research has been actively encouraged via the research assessment
exercise. with considerable financial reward for those departments who achieve a
top place in the league tables. As a result, individual academics themselves are
rewarded for research achievements. New appointments and promotions are made
largelv on the basis of research record 1n order to enhance the research capability of

the department. In contrast. there is little recognition for those academics who



dedicate themselves to teaching: and in some cases are actively criticised for

attending to teaching rather than research (Dunne. 1995).

1.3.3 Producing a ‘learning society’

This objective is closely allied to the two discussed above. Within Western
industrialised societies the rate of social. technological. and economic change has
become so great that few people will hold the same job (or even tyvpe of job)
throughout their lifetime. More than seventy years ago. the educational philosopher

of education, A N Whitehead, commented:

...1n the past, the span of important change was considerably longer than that

of a single human life. Thus mankind was trained to adapt itself to fixed

conditions.

Today, this time span 1s considerable shorter that that of a human life, and

accordingly our training must prepare individuals to face a novelty of

conditions. (Whitehead, 1929, pg 118)

Within many vocations changes are occurring at such a rate that an individual's
initial occupational preparation can become obsolete within a matter of years. The
implication of this is that the need for learning throughout life has attained

heightened importance. As Gooler suggests, *...individuals may need to engage in a

lifetime of learning not as a matter of choice but as a matter of survival. In the

future, individuals may lack the option to choose not to engage in learning activities

throughout the lifespan” (Gooler, 1990. p 321).

The urgent need for professionals to stay up to date with rapidly increasing bodies of
knowledge was articulated well by Australia’s Economic Planning Advice
Committee 1n 1ts background paper No. 31. Education and Training in the 1990
Here. the argument 1s made that knowledge depreciates at a rate of ten percent per
annum. therefore “knowledge appreciation in the workforce must be greater than the

depreciation effect to offset the decline in the stock of knowledge.” so that “we need

B



to achieve a skill appreciation in the existing workforce of over eleven percent. to

maintain the 2001 stock of skills to the vear 2011 (1993. p 48)

Graduation 1s increasingly being seen not as the end of the learning process. but as
the start. Employers in business and industry want their graduates to come equipped
with a range of transferable, generic skills. These include the ability to go on
learning, to adapt to new circumstances. and to acquire industrv-specific and firm-

specific knowledge and skill.

Thus the concepts of lifelong education and lifelong learning have become
increasingly commonplace in the educational literature over recent vears. and are
now informing policy in Higher Education. The Government’s vision of lifelong

learning was set out in the White Paper Learning to Succeed:

Lifelong learning can enable people to play a full part in developing their
talent, the potential of their family. and the capacity of the community 1n
which they live and work. It can and must nurture a love for learning. This
will ensure the means by which our economy can make the successtul
transition from the industries and services of the past, to the knowledge and
information economy of the future. It also contributes to sustaining a
civilised and cohesive society, in which people develop as active citizens and

in which generalisation disadvantage can be overcome. (DiEE. 1999. pl)

The universities are faced with the alternating pressures of specialisation and
generalisation. They have to equip students with the approprate specialist
knowledge to equip them for a specific career, but at the same time they can not
afford to disassociate professional skills and knowledge from the wider implications
and linkages with other professions. Institutions have adapted. to varyving degrees.
by accepting mature students, encouraging people to return to study on an
intermittent or recurring basis and by providing courses in a variety of formats. for

example short courses. part-time courses. and distance learning. This 1n turn has



driven a change in the way education is delivered. and there has been INCreasing use

of educational broadcasts, video and audio cassettes. interactive teleconferences.

computers. and virtual reality.

Some changes have been encouraged by individual initiatives. One example is the
Enterprise 1n Higher Education Scheme which started in 1987 as a result of the
recognition by educational policy makers that “in order both to expand and to
respond to demands from the employment market, UK courses would have to be
broader, more flexible and give deliberate prominence to what Bradshaw (1985)
calls “transferable personal and intellectual skills” (cited in Wright. 1992, p 204).

In a more general way, universities have adapted to the need for lifelong learning by
providing increased opportunity for postgraduate studies, offering non-award
continuing education that may be career-related or for personal enrichment. and
through conducting their programmes in a way that enables their graduates to
continue learning throughout their lives. Some have placed “learning to learn” skills

at the core of their programmes.

The changes adopted by the universities have not only had impact upon the way
programmes are delivered, but also on the nature of the student body. Many
universities have a significant proportion of mature students who are mid-career.
They have an effect on the overall ambience of the university, as they bring with
them a wealth of life experience and organisational knowledge. Some are primarily
interested in learning specific subjects or even parts of subjects, to meet immediate
personal or professional interests, and increasingly these experienced students are
seeking accreditation for learning acquired elsewhere. This all presents universities
with new challenges about the wayv they teach and how they interact with other
training or educational providers. Indeed, the change 1n the nature of the student
population presents universities with perhaps one of their biggest challenges at the
current time. so this issue 1s considered 1n more detail in the section 1.4. However.
the challenge that perhaps preoccupies the minds of most of the managers in Higher

Education today 1s the subject of the next section.
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1.3.4 Improved efficiency

Until very recently Higher Education could relv on a stable. reliable method of
financing from the public purse. However, that purse has become increasingly
stretched as the demand from all public services has increased. In response the
government has cut the size of the education grant to universities and introduced
efficiency gains. The result has been a 50% decline in per-student funding since
1980 (El-Khawas, 2001). This ‘productivity increase” has largely been achieved via
Increases 1n staff-student ratios and a squeeze on academic salaries. such that they
have barely risen in real terms since 1987. Many institutions now rely on part-time

and lower-paid staff. In 1996 a report from the CIHE noted:

The percentage of GDP going to tertiary education institutions is amongst

the lowest of all OECD countries. Staff remuneration is also amongst the

lowest. (p.27)

Institutions have adapted to this squeeze in different ways; some have taken the
"belt-tightening approach’, looking for efficiency improvements and analysing every
spending decision to fit with the university goals. Others have become more
entrepreneurial and developed alternative sources of income. However, a harsh
reality of this scenario is that some institutions have been much more able than
others to secure outside sources of funding. and this has led to very different
conditions of work (for the statf) and of study (for the students) in different areas.
Overall, per-student funding 1s much higher for the “prestigious™ universities than for
others. At the other end of the scale the funding crisis 1s acute. despite the fact that
1t 1s here that one might argue that greater funding 1s required. Generally i1t 1s the
new universitics that have taken the major burden of the widening participation load.
and 1t 1s here where new technologies and teaching methods need to be developed to
meet the needs the new and expanded student protile 1t the continuing debate about

falling standards is to be halted. Vast increases 1n student numbers have generally



been responded to by introducing more efficient methods of teaching. with little
regard for their effectiveness. However. the limits to this process are evident from
the ever-decreasing retention figures from many institutions. The MacFarlane report
(CSUP, 1992) noted that it is possible to deliver cheap learning via lecture classes.

standard texts, minimum interaction and minimum assessment. It concluded.

however. that:

...... the product of this system. would be students who not onlv have been
hardly educated at all in a broad sense. but whose understanding of the
courses studied would be very limited and hence their ability to transfer

knowledge effectively to new contexts would be very poor.

Thus 1t 1s likely to be those very students that the new educational policy targets that
are sutfering most at the hands of the funding reforms. This is further emphasised
by perhaps the most controversial of the new funding policies — the introduction of
student contribution to their education, in the form of repayable loans and tuition
fees. There 1s evidence to show that students are discouraged from enrolling.
especially those from families that have no experience of university study. The
Cubie Report (The Independent Committee of Inquiry into Student Finance, 2000).
in Scotland, has emphasised the disadvantages posed by requiring students to pay

tuition fees.

Another response to the funding crisis has been the pursuit of auxiliary income, for
example additional income gained by putting under-utilised resources to alternative
use or by enrolling overseas students. This 1s a strategy that has been extensively
used by Sunderland Business School, to the extent that over 15% of undergraduates
are from Greece alone, and further significant numbers come from non-EU countries
such as China and Pakistan. Whilst this policy has 1ts strength in increasing the
international flavour of the School, 1t produces 1ts own problems tor staff already

having to cope with an increasing diverse student population — an issue covered in

the next section.
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1.4 Changes in the student population

As aresult of expanded access and higher rates of participation. today s students are
diverse 1n their range of interests, motivation. circumstances and academic
preparation. The extent of change in the student body has been graphicallv

illustrated in a report University Challenge: Student Choices in the 21°" Century

(IES report no.306):

» Between 1988/89 and 1993/4 British universities grew by 54% compared with
only 15% 1n the previous five-year period

= Full-time student numbers grew by 66%

* Student numbers 1n post-1992 universities and HE colleges increased by 63%

* Postgraduate numbers increased by 76%, and part-time postgraduates were up
by 98%

* Full-time undergraduate students aged 21 or over at entry more than doubled

= International students on first degrees at post-1992 universities and HE colleges

increased by 154%
In addition, the report noted the growth 1n non-A level qualified entry to full-time
undergraduate courses and entry via the FE sector, an increasing tendency for

students to remain within their geographical region or stay at home during their HE

studies.

Clearly, these data represent significant change from the days when University
education was the preserve of only a small minority of the population. However, a
more subtle change 1s also evident within today s student population, driven by the
measures that require students to make more of a financial contribution to their
education. “Consumerism’ 1s fast creeping into the educational literature, as
students become more demanding. more value-conscious, more interested in the
outputs of courses on offer, and more questioning on the relative value between
study at FE or HE. (See. for example. Johnson. 2000. Locke. Gallagher and

Sharma. 1992, Hill 1995). There 1s a shitt in the relationship between tutors and
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students, with students now increasingly considering themselves to be customers of
the university. and tutors as service providers.

Thus the universities and academics working in them are faced with the dual
requirement of delivering efficient and effective education to a mixed student
group, whilst adapting to the new (for this business) concept of “customer

satistaction’.

1.5 Conclusions

Many universities have accepted the implications of the political and economic
agenda, at least at the level of policy (Drummond et al, 1997). However, change
has been slow. Arora (1995) argued that whilst some universities had seemed to

adopt the new climate of change, no real changes had taken place:

“While the rhetoric has indeed changed in some places, deeply entrenched
assumptions and philosophies remain 1n place. These cannot be countered

by good will alone; 1t needs systematic deconstruction of attitudes, behaviour

and procedures” (p. 32)

An explanation as to why many universities have been slow to respond to the new
environment can be offered by considering the 1ssue from the academic staff
perspective. Many believe that it 1s not their job to provide skills for employment,
they have little sympathy for the newly emerging definitions of quality in Higher
Education, and they do not embrace the current climate of accountability 1n
universities (Gubbay, 1994). Whilst the student population has changed quite
radically over the last ten years. many of the teaching and management staff have
not changed; these are people who were the traditional elite in their days at
university. and their own values derive from this personal experience. Becher (1989)
has commented in his studies of HEI culture that the university 1s no simple
organisation with “homogeneous’ statf. The academic staff view themselves as

belonging to difterent disciplinary cultures. which Becher has called “tribes’. There



1s a tendency for academics to associate more strongly with their subject discipline
rather than the particular HEI to which they belong. They are committed to work in

their field, and are likely to identify strongly with similar specialists in other

organisations (Gouldner, 1957). Most respondents surveved by Rowland (1996) in

his study of the cultures of HEIs were convinced that they or their departments were

In some way ‘special’.

The important point to note in terms of my own study is that it has been shown that
In many cases these so-called ‘academic tribes™ acquire their culturalisation from
their own experiences as undergraduates (Becher, 1989). Thus, it could be assumed
that their expectations of their own role and those of others could be acquired
fifteen, twenty, or even thirty years before they reach senior management positions
(Johnson, 2001). With the amount of change in the structure and aims of Higher
Education discussed earlier. 1t 1s easy to see the potential for conflict or rejection of
the new organisational expectations about the role of academics. Examples of this
are given by Halsey (1992) who has described the "decline of the donnish
dominion’. and by Nixon (1996) 1n terms of a “crisis of professional identity”. Little
wonder, then. that the changes have often been slow to take shape within the
institutions themselves when the personnel who are responsible for driving the

change are suffering this identity crisis.

[t 1s within this context that my own study has taken place. Sunderland Business
School has been at the forefront of the changes described in this chapter. Belonging
to a post-1992 University, it has struggled to survive in a region where there 1s great
competition - there are four other universities within commuting distance for
students. The Business School 1s awarded the lowest level *d’ band funding tor
students, and as the School has expanded resources have been increasingly
stretched. Meanwhile. university strategy requires that the School build rescarch

capability. so most academic staff appointments are made with more of an eye on a

candidate’s publication record rather than teaching capacity.



At the same time, widening participation has been high on the university agenda.
with the University as a whole taking nearly 40% of students from the lowest social
classes. and over 25% from areas with lowest participation. However. the university

loses a quarter of these students before they complete their courses.

With the university aiming to meet all aspects of the new HE agenda there are

clearly a number of contlicting and competing forces that are hindering the very

changes that might help the largely non-traditional bodyv achieve greater success.

My aim 1n this study 1s to:

* 1dentify the factors that are having an adverse effect on the students experience
of higher education

* develop an explanatory model of these factors with a view to identifying “at risk’

students and providing possible strategies to improve student experience and

performance
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Chapter two: Preliminary Investigation
2.1 Theoretical background

This study aimed to identify issues within the 'new university' environment that were
having an adverse effect on student performance. At the time of the initial
Investigation, student stress was coming very much to the fore in the literature. Most
studies at the time focussed on the effects of extreme stress and issues of mental ill-
health. However, in management research it was well recognised that lower levels
of persistent stress, whilst not having a serious detrimental effect on mental health.,
could aftect the experience and performance of workers. If these ideas could be
extrapolated to students, it may help to explain under-performance and levels of

dissatisfaction with the university experience. This provided the starting point for

the investigation.

Researchers 1n this field have long acknowledged the two faces of stress. In the
1950s Selye defined ‘negative’ stress as distress, and “positive stress, (what we
might consider 1n layman’s terms to be the ‘pressure’ that makes us work better), as
eustress (Selye 1956). As long ago as the early 1900’s. the relationship between
degree of stress and performance of an individual was described 1n the Yerkes-
Dodson Law (Yerkes and Dodson 1908). Here, the relationship 1s expressed as an
inverted “U’- shaped curve which describes how performance first increases. peaks.

and then declines with increased arousal .

Performance Figure 2.1
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S0, 1t 1s possible to be under-stressed as well as over-stressed. Clearlyv. to achieve
optimum performance in individuals. we need to expose them to the right amount of
pressure. It we consider how this might apply to students. we must exert enough
pressure to motivate them to work to their best ability. but must ensure that they are
not pushed over the ‘peak’., when their performance is likelyv to deteriorate rapidly.
Exposure to high levels of stress can lead to serious consequences not only for the
student, but also for the university itself . The most obvious examples here are the
increased resources required to manage referrals and the financial consequences of
high drop-out. In a study by Fisher and Hood, it was reported that 9% of all students

questioned had considered leaving university because of stress (Fisher and Hood.
1987). Although less well established, research suggests that exposure of students to

too little pressure could have similar consequences

What complicates the problem 1s the fact that the Yerkes-Dodson curve can shift to
the left or the rnight for different individuals. In practical terms this means that,
given the same amount of pressure, some people will become over-stressed very
quickly, whilst others will remain 1nsufficiently stimulated to work to their potential.
With the huge diversity of students that we have in the majority of universities
today. it 1s a much greater problem to find just the ‘right” level of pressure than it 1s
In organisations with a more homogeneous student population - say, for example. in
a medical or dental school (where, incidentally, most of the existing research into

student stress has been carried out ).

To add to the problem, the very individual nature of people’s perception of stress
makes it a difficult subject to research. Nevertheless. there are a number of common
denominators that can be used to identify kev stressors 1n the university

environment. and it is these that I used to structure my 1nitial investigation:



It 1s widely accepted that stress is created by an imbalance between demand or
environmental pressure. and the capacity to meet demand. One model presented by
McGrath (1974) proposed that a person who feels that adaptation to a new situation
1s within his or her capacity would be expected to feel less stressed than someone
who feels unable to meet that demand. Thus a person with high capabilities micht
be able to cope with a broad range of environments without feeling stressed. This
theory has implications for the many students who now enter H.E. from a non-
academic background and with non-traditional or poor entry qualifications. This
type of student may be less likely to feel that the demands of H.E. are within his or
her capabilities, and may suffer stress as a result. Nor should we ignore here the
student at the opposite end of the spectrum. the one who had been expected to secure
a place at an ‘old” university, and for one reason or another didn't make it. He or
she may fteel resentful of having to ‘make do™ with a place at a so-called new
university, may face pressure from parents or peers because of a perceived lack of

achievement, and may consequently feel that they do not fit into their new

environment.

Life change 1s another widely-researched cause of stress. The changes associated
with moving to university usually causes significant social disruption for the student.
and 1t has been argued that this can lead to and maintain raised anxiety (Fisher.
1994). Fisher proposed that life change leads to a reduction in control that an
individual has over their life-style. It 1s widelv-documented that a person who
perceives that he or she has no control over a situation 1s more likely to become
stressed.  In this situation, even small and seemingly insignificant events can
become stressful. Indeed, Lazarus has argued that "daily hassles’ can be more

damaging than major events (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984).

Finally. stress levels can be affected by workload, and this has two opposing aspects.
Work overload is perhaps the most predictable cause of stress. but this itself has two
clements which have been described by researchers. “Quantitative™ overload occurs

when an individual has too nmuch work to do. and “qualitative” overload occurs when



the work is too difficult ( Cooper. Cooper and Eaker. 1988). Work underload is the
second problem we must consider. Cox has described how ill-health can result if an

individual 1s not sufficiently challenged by work. (Cox. 1980).

I have discussed earlier how different individuals can be affected quite differently.
despite the fact that they have the same pressures from the environment. This
individual response results largely from how a person copes with stress. Coping is
strongly linked to an individual’s personality characteristics, but an important factor
which 1impacts upon a person’s ability to cope with stress is the emotional and social
support they receive from people around them. Numerous studies have shown that
people who have many social ties (spouse, friends. relatives and group membership)
live longer and are less likely to succumb to stress-related illness than are people
who have tew supportive social contacts (Cohen and Wills, 1985). This opportunity
for social support 1s greatly reduced in the modermn H.E. environment:
modularisation has removed the consistent peer-group support associated with
traditional degree classes, statf-student contact 1s strictly limited, and many students
fill their non-study time with one or more jobs, thus limiting their opportunity tor

socialising or family contact, and increasing time pressures.

2.2 Student stress

There is much published work identifying sources of stress among students and
attempting to measure their effect. but most has been carried out 1n the U.S.. and has
mainly focused on specific groups of students (for example, ethnic minorities), or on
specific stressors, such as exams. Little research has sought to identify the eftects of
stress in the diverse student population that we have today in the UK, with 1ts non-
traditional H.E. environment as found particularly in some of the "new’ universities.
There are many features of this new and still-changing environment which suggest
that it is likely to be stressful to students. Nevertheless, stress in students has long

been recognised as a feature of university life, and early work done in this field can

provided a basis for modern studies.



In the 1960s work done by Ryle found that stress in students leads to academic
failure, unemployment, health problems. under-achievement and non-completion of
course (Ryle, 1968 & 1969, Ryle & Lunghi 1968). At around the same time Sidney
Crown, working from the London Hospital, was conducting research concerned with
student stress and the measurement of study difficulty in students. His interest in
this tield arose because complaint of work difficulty was found to often form parts
of the symptomatology of groups of students displaying psychiatric disturbances.
and indeed was often the presenting symptom. The work of Crown and his
colleagues revealed some interesting though complex findings about student stress
and performance that have relevance to the present-day student population. One
study used the relatively new Middlesex Hospital Questionnaire (Crown & Crisp.
1966, 1970) to relate personality to selected psychosocial characteristics of
undergraduates (Howell, Crown, & Howell, 1973). Two particularly interesting
findings emerged: amongst female students there was a suggestion that fell just short
of statistical significance that girls from different types of school may show different
degrees of emotional stability at university (the finding was not evident in boys in
this sample); and there seemed to be a higher incidence of psychological illness in
Arts students than in Science students. It was suggested that the latter finding may
be due to Science students having a well-defined career structure and prospects;
university for them i1s seen as a period of professional training and thus they may
sutfer less role ambiguity and anxiety than the Arts students. Role ambiguity is
recognised as having a negative impact on an individual's morale. performance, and
well-being (Fisher & Gitelson, 1983). It 1s possible to see how these findings may
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