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It is crucial that learners from
 all 

backgrounds are able to progress to 
higher education (HE) through a range 
of different routes. This report outlines 
the im

portance of the BTEC
 qualification 

as a m
echanism

 to enable w
idening 

access to higher education and how
 

learners undertaking the qualification are 
supported in considering HE progression. 
It is especially im

portant that the role 
of BTEC

s in w
idening access to higher 

education w
ork is fully understood at this 

tim
e. The present governm

ent is placing 
renew

ed em
phasis on vocational routes 

into higher learning and addressing 
perceived gaps in technical skills areas. 
In doing this they are seeking to construct 
new

 pathw
ays into and through higher 

education that correspond w
ith these 

goals. This com
m

itm
ent to strengthening 

vocational routes should be supported, 
but it is vital that they build on w

hat exists. 
BTEC

s offer a proven route into higher 
education for m

any learners, providing 
them

 w
ith a foundation for success 

upon entry, and these qualifications w
ill 

be a key part of the landscape going 
forw

ard. For this to happen how
ever, as 

the contributions in the report em
phasise, 

higher education institutions them
selves 

also need to better understand the role 
BTEC

s play in facilitating w
idening access 

and success. 

N
EO

N
 w

ill continue to w
ork w

ith Pearson 
and others to support the developm

ent 
of routes into higher education that m

eet 
the needs of all learners and advance 
our understanding of the role of BTEC

s. A
s 

the professional organisation for w
idening 

access to higher education in the UK, w
ith 

over 100 organisations as m
em

bers, it is 
vital that w

e support the developm
ent of 

this agenda. 

I w
ould like to thank Pearson for their 

contribution to the Supporting BTEC
 

Students W
orking G

roup and, on behalf 
of our m

em
bers, I w

ould also like to thank 
the C

hair and V
ice C

hairs of the group for 
putting this publication together.

D
r. G

ra
e

m
e

 A
the

rto
n 

D
irector, N

ational Education O
pportunities 

N
etw

ork (N
EO

N
)

Fo
re

w
o

rd
 fro

m
 

D
r G

ra
e

m
e

 A
the

rto
n (D

irector, N
EO

N
)

N
ote that w

here the term
 'learner' is used, this usually 

refers to those w
ho are pre-entry to higher education, 

w
hilst the term

 'student' usually applies to those w
ho are 

in higher education. 
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Pearson is a globa
l learning com

pany w
ith 

m
ore than 22,500 em

ployees operating 
in 70 countries. W

e provid
e content, 

assessm
ent and

 d
igital services to learners, 

ed
ucational institutions, em

ployers, 
governm

ents and
 other partners across 

the w
orld

. W
e are com

m
itted

 to helping 
equip learners w

ith the skills they need
 to 

enhance their em
ployability prospects 

and
 to succeed

 in the changing w
orld

 of 
w

ork. W
e believe that w

herever learning 
flourishes, so d

o people. The qualifica
tions 

that w
e provid

e in the UK includ
e G

C
SEs 

and
 A

S/A
 levels und

er the Ed
excel brand

 
and

 voca
tional qua

lifica
tions und

er the 
BTEC

 brand
. W

e also provid
e international 

equiva
lents of these qualifications for use 

in overseas schools a
nd

 colleges.

O
ver 200,000 lea

rners each year take 
a level 3 BTEC

 N
a

tional qua
lification. 

In recent years, there has been a big 
increase in the proportion of these 
learners progressing to university and

 now
 

around
 half of them

 d
o so. In 2008, 13%

 of 
university stud

ents had
 taken a BTEC

, but 
now

 nearly 1 in 4 learners enter university 
each year w

ith a BTEC
 qualification. O

f 
those, around

 tw
o-third

s have taken a 
post-16 stud

y program
m

e consisting solely 
of BTEC

 w
hile the other one-third

 have 
taken a m

ixed
 program

m
e of BTEC

 a
nd

 
A

 levels. BTEC
 learners com

e from
 the 

full range of socio-econom
ic a

nd
 ethnic 

ba
ckground

s. How
ever, the proportion 

com
ing from

 the low
er socio-econom

ic 
groups and

 from
 BA

M
E background

s is 
significantly higher than for lea

rners taking 
A

 level only progra
m

m
es.

Pea
rson has close links to the higher 

ed
ucation sector, particularly ad

m
issions 

d
epartm

ents. O
ur enga

gem
ent ha

s taken 
the form

 of em
a

il com
m

unications but 
a

lso of visits, w
ith w

ell over 100 universities 
having been visited

 in recent years, som
e 

on m
ore tha

n one occasion. W
e keep 

them
 inform

ed
 of all of the changes to 

qua
lifications. This has been particula

rly 
im

portant in the case of the BTEC
 Level 

3 N
ationa

ls, w
hich have und

ergone 
consid

erable changes in the last few
 

years, a
nd

 this ha
s led

 to im
plications 

for entry requirem
ents for som

e d
egree 

progra
m

m
es. The changes have led

 to 
significantly few

er learners achieving the 
top grad

es. M
ost d

egree progra
m

m
es 

have entry requirem
ents tha

t a
re 

equivalent to those for A
 level learners 

in term
s of UC

A
S points equivalence. 

H
ow

ever, som
e selective courses 

require higher grad
es for BTEC

 than for 
A

 level learners and
 so w

e a
re trying to 

encourage them
 to ha

ve d
ifferent entry 

requirem
ents for the reform

ed
 versions of 

the BTEC
 N

ationals. Som
e courses now

 
have them

, but there is still a w
ay to go to 

persuad
e a

ll to d
o so.

W
e a

re a
lso interested

 in im
proving the 

figures of retention and
 success of BTEC

 
learners on their d

egree progra
m

m
es. W

e 
have been involved

 in a num
ber of higher 

ed
ucation w

orking groups to help to 
support the transition on BTEC

 learners into 
higher ed

ucation. For this reason, w
e are 

very happy to be involved
 in the N

EO
N

 
Supporting BTEC

 Stud
ents W

orking G
roup. 

W
e a

re pleased
 that it covers all stages 

of support, includ
ing outreach w

ork, fair 
ad

m
issions policies, transition to higher 

ed
ucation and

 d
uring their stud

ies. 

W
e a

re privileged
 to w

ork w
ith such 

a d
ed

icated
 group a

nd
 thank them

 
for giving up their tim

e to support the 
progression of BTEC

 learners, m
any 

of w
hom

 com
e from

 non-trad
itional 

ba
ckground

s.

Intro
d

uc
tio

n fro
m

 Pe
a

rso
n
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Follow
ing a successful initial m

eeting 
held in London in Septem

ber 2018, it w
as 

clear there w
as an appetite for a national 

group to investigate how
 academ

ics and
 

W
idening Participation (W

P) practitioners 
could w

ork together support BTEC
 students 

across the ‘Student Lifecycle’. The w
ork 

of W
P practitioners has traditionally 

supported learners from
 underrepresented

 
backgrounds in the process of applying 
to study w

ithin higher education. In 
recent years, greater em

phasis has been 
placed on supporting learners from

 these 
backgrounds, during their transition to 
study in higher education and in term

s of 
supporting their progression and success 
beyond this. A

 visual representation of a 
Student Lifecycle approach is included

 
below

.

W
ithin our initial m

eeting w
e had discussed

 
how

 show
casing evidence inform

ed
 

practice w
as som

ething w
e w

anted to 
achieve. O

ver the course of the follow
ing 

year, as the group developed, w
e invited

 
guest speakers from

 across the sector to 
share their experiences of w

orking w
ith 

BTEC
 students, and began to develop 

ideas around producing a set of ‘guiding 
principles’, w

hich could act as a guide for 
W

P practitioners w
hen supporting BTEC

 
students.  

In N
ovem

ber 2019, C
hris Bayes (G

roup 
C

hair) and Rebecca Sykes (G
roup V

ice-
C

hair) co-convened a N
EO

N
 A

ccess 
A

cadem
y event in M

anchester entitled
 

‘Engaging BTEC
 students to succeed in 

higher education’. W
e used feedback 

from
 this event to further shape our thinking 

and have now
 developed the follow

ing 
guiding principles:

!
 C

ham
pioning fair higher education 

adm
issions practices for BTEC

 learners. 

!
 C

onducting m
eaningful outreach 

activity w
ith BTEC

 learners in schools 
and colleges.

!
 Supporting the transition and student 

success of BTEC
 students in higher 

education. 

!
 Understanding the needs of BTEC

 
students through engagem

ent w
ith 

research. 

O
ver the course of the next few

 pages, w
e 

have collated several articles based on 
each of these principles. W

e expect and
 

hope that colleagues w
ill find these useful 

w
hen shaping future practice.

A
n intro

d
uc

tio
n to

 o
ur ‘G

uid
ing

 Princ
ip

le
s’

C
hris Ba

ye
s (La

nc
a

ste
r U

nive
rsity) – C

ha
ir of N

EO
N

’s ‘Supporting BTEC
 Stud

ents W
orking G

roup’

O
utre

a
c
h

Tra
nsitio

n
Stud

e
nt Suc

c
e

ss
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Plea
se see below

 a
n outline of our set of ‘G

uid
ing Principles’ and

 associated
 ‘takea

w
a

y’ find
ings from

 ea
ch of the a

rticles. 

C
lic

k a
 ‘G

uid
ing Principle’ to be ta

ken to tha
t article a

nd
 to rea

d
 m

ore. 

BTEC
 G

uid
ing

 Princ
ip

le
s: Ind

e
x a

nd
 Sum

m
a

ry

 
BTEC

 learners, w
ho are often first in 

their fam
ily to attend university, should

 
not have to dig for inform

ation or face 
additional barriers.

 
Feature BTEC

 qualifications 
as prom

inently as A
 levels in 

prospectuses, and w
ebsites, as 

they are predom
inantly the second

 
m

ost com
m

on qualification used for 
entrance to higher education. 

 
M

ake entry requirem
ents/eligibilty 

criteria clear enough to be 
understood by BTEC

 learners w
ithout 

the need for them
 to m

ake further 
enquiries. 

 
If BTEC

 qualifications are not 
accepted due to course content, this 
should be transparently indicated.

 
Uniform

ity in practice across the 
sector and across univerity faculties 
to allow

 for a fair, inform
ed choice for 

BTEC
 learners.

1.Fa
ir A

d
m

issions 
Pra

ctice

 
There are im

portant nuances betw
een 

BTEC
 and A

 level learners such as: 
curriculum

, learning style, learner 
identity and learning environm

ent.

 
Specific outreach events and resources 
do not necessarily need to be m

ade 
for BTEC

 learners but can be m
ore 

inclusive through using langauge that 
BTEC

 learners identify w
ith: ‘college’ in 

addition to ‘school’ and Level 3 Year 
1/2, in addition to Year 12/13.

 
C

olleges do not have w
hole year 

assem
blies to access all learners for 

a talk in one go, so a m
ore labour 

intensive approach of going to 
course tutor groups is often required. 
Presentations can be m

ore tailored
 

(subject-specific), and therefore 
beneficial w

ith this approach.

 
W

orking w
ith staff in colleges in a 

different w
ay can be beneficial as 

som
e tutors have com

e from
 industry. 

C
PD

 on the benefits of progression to 
em

ploym
ent via higher education first 

and around other them
es for these 

staff m
em

bers can help.

2.Pre-entry 
O

utrea
ch

 
Use the core principles of Identify, 
Evaluate, Share and Em

bed to create 
an environm

ent w
here BTEC

 students 
succeed during their studies and beyond.

 
Identify: Utilise in-house business 
intelligence to conduct research to 
understand and inform

 practice. Through 
getting student voice into program

m
es 

you can ensure program
m

es are tailored
 

to student needs.

 
Evaluate: Evaluate success, m

ake 
changes w

here needed, share best 
practice.

 
Share: C

ollaboration is required across 
acacdem

ic staff, student support 
and professional services and senior 
m

anagem
ent. C

hallenge m
isconceptions 

am
ongst staff, raise aw

areness of 
different needs for different students.

 
Em

bed: A
cadem

ic skills im
provem

ent 
pre and post entry, inclusive curriulum

 
content and assessm

ent as w
ell as sign-

posting to key support services for BTEC
 

students.

3.Transition, 
A

tta
inm

ent and
 

Retention

 
There is an issue in som

e institutions w
ithin the 

sector around the disconnect betw
een policy, 

practice and research.

 
The transfer of know

ledge betw
een 

practitioners w
orking w

ith applicants prior to 
them

 progressing to higher education, and
 

the academ
ics w

orking w
ith the students on 

program
m

e is key.

 
Learners progressing to higher education via 
the BTEC

 pathw
ay has increased from

 13.3%
 

in 2008 to 24.3%
 in 2015 (Pearson, 2016). That 

m
eans 1 in 4 learners have studied a BTEC

. 
BTEC

 learners represent a significant proportion 
of the undergraduate student intake each 
year.  

 
Som

e traditional universities have been guilty of 
reinforcing a deficit m

odel perception of BTEC
 

students. For som
e degree program

m
es, BTEC

 
students’ prior learning has better prepared

 
them

 for the progression into higher education.  

 
By supporting the developm

ent of reflective 
practitioners across the sector, you can ensure 
that your staff are able to support today’s 
increasingly diverse student population, 
regardless of their prior academ

ic  
background.

4.Research Led
 

Practice
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A
le

x Blo
w

e
r, Southern Universities N

etw
ork

C
ham

pioning fair adm
issions practices for BTEC

 students 

O
n Sunday 28th January 2018, an article 

on the approach taken to learners 
studying BTEC

 qualifications by higher 
tariff universities appeared in the O

b
s
e

rv
e

r 
new

spaper. D
raw

ing on data from
 a 

study published by the Social M
arket 

Foundation, the piece levelled claim
s 

of ‘BTEC
 Snobbery’ at elite institutions of 

higher education across the UK. The study 
claim

ed that w
ith alm

ost half of w
hite 

w
orking-class and black British learners 

in England now
 reaching university w

ith 
vocational qualifications such as a BTEC

, 
there w

as an 

‘institutio
na

l sno
b

b
e

ry 
a

g
a

inst vo
c

a
tio

na
l 

q
ua

lific
a

tio
ns a

nd
 the

 
p

e
o

p
le

 w
ho

 ha
ve

 the
m

’.

A
s an outreach practitioner w

ho at 
the tim

e w
as w

orking for a Russell 
G

roup university, I found it to be an 
uncom

fortable read. I knew
 m

y ow
n 

institution had a strong, visible com
m

itm
ent 

to w
idening participation w

ithin higher 
education, so w

hy w
ere these claim

s w
ere 

being levelled?

O
ver the last few

 m
onths, I’ve been 

involved in the S
u

p
p

o
rtin

g
 B

T
E
C

 S
tu

d
e

n
ts 

W
orking G

roup for the N
ational Education 

O
pportunities N

etw
ork. Follow

ing one 
particular m

eeting, I w
as asked to conduct 

a scoping exercise on the prospectuses of 
higher tariff universities. 

The idea w
as to exam

ine how
 transparent 

the institutions w
ere in displaying their entry 

requirem
ents for learners undertaking 

BTEC
 qualifications. D

id they feature in 
the prospectus? If so, w

as there enough 
inform

ation available for learners to easily 
understand their eligibility for the university’s 
courses?

O
f the thirty institutional prospectuses 

selected (w
hich included the tw

enty four 
Russell G

roup institutions), just ten had BTEC
 

entry requirem
ents uniform

ly featured on 
course pages. Sim

ilarly, it w
as only a third

 
of the selected prospectuses that held

 
enough inform

ation to m
ake a reasonable 

assum
ption that if a BTEC

 learner should
 

read it, they w
ould understand their 

eligibility to apply.  

N
ow

 for m
any of those institutions it 

m
ay w

ell be the case that for som
e of 

their courses they do not accept BTEC
 

qualifications, or that they require an 
A

 Level qualification to be studied in 
addition. These are decisions w

hich are 
absolutely the institution’s prerogative 
based on the academ

ic content of the 
course. 

How
ever, in a clim

ate w
here each of these 

institutions are required to subm
it A

ccess 
and Participation Plans dem

onstrating their 
com

m
itm

ent to w
idening participation, 

could a m
ore transparent approach 

be taken? A
fter all, research has 

dem
onstrated that learners studying 

BTEC
 qualifications are m

ore likely to be 
from

 dem
ographics w

hich are under-
represented in higher education.

W
hen I presented the findings from

 the 
scoping exercise to the group, a justified

 
point w

as raised. 

‘The
re

’s o
nly so

 m
uc

h 
sp

a
c

e
 in a

 unive
rsity 

p
ro

sp
e

c
tus a

nd
 w

e
 c

a
n’t 

inc
lud

e
 e

ve
rything

’.

A
 point w

hich I concede, is reasonable. 
How

ever, of the thirty prospectuses 
review

ed, entry requirem
ents for the 

International Baccalaureate (IB) w
ere 

featured in tw
enty-six. G

iven that 
according to the W

h
ic

h
?

 U
n

iv
e

rs
ity w

ebsite 
m

ore than 100,000 BTEC
 learners apply 

to university each year, but in 2017 the 
acceptances for UK IB learners totalled

 
2,190, w

hy w
eren’t BTEC

 qualifications as 
visible?

Based on the inform
ation presented

 
above, it’s fairly easy to understand w

hy 
a claim

 of institutional snobbery m
ight be 

levelled at these higher tariff providers. 
How

ever, such a claim
 is not necessarily 

helpful for the learners. How
 m

any tim
es 

have organisational practices changed
 

because som
eone has called them

 a 
snob?

If w
e dig a little deeper into the issue, 

approaches to BTEC
 qualifications differ 

greatly across faculties, departm
ents and

 
subjects w

ithin higher tariff universities. That 
m

akes pulling the inform
ation together into 

a prospectus on an annual basis, to be 
honest, a bit of a pain. It’s far less w

ork to 
sim

ply host the inform
ation on the w

ebsite 
and say ‘w

ell students can find it there’. 

How
ever, that’s not helpful for BTEC

 
learners, especially if those learners are 
the first in their fam

ily to navigate the 
university application process. By our 
lack of transparency w

e are creating yet 
another barrier to those learners m

aking 
an inform

ed choice about their eligibility to 
apply for a course.

A
s practitioners involved in w

idening 
participation for higher tariff universities, 
w

e often ask learners to change. To take 
a student loan and go to university instead

 
of getting a job. To m

ove aw
ay from

 hom
e 

instead of staying local. To take a different 
educational pathw

ay to their friends and
 

fam
ily m

em
bers on the prom

ise that ‘it w
ill 

be w
orth it in the end’.

W
ith that in m

ind is a bit of extra w
ork 

on our part, to m
ake institutions m

ore 
accessible to BTEC

 learners, too m
uch to 

ask?
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Re
b

e
c

c
a

 Fo
ste

r, University of Ea
st A

nglia

C
onducting m

eaningful outreach activity w
ith BTEC

 students in schools and colleges 

In m
y first few

 years w
orking as an outreach 

practitioner w
ords such as ‘BTEC

’ or 
‘vocational learner’, w

ere w
ords I seldom

 
heard m

entioned. These learners and their 
differences, com

pared to A
 level learners, 

w
ere not even on m

y radar. W
hen I then 

took a position in a college, I truly started to 
understand the nuances in curriculum

 and
 

learning styles betw
een A

 level and BTEC
 

learners, the language used to identify their 
qualifications and the differences in the 
environm

ent betw
een sixth form

 schools, 
sixth form

 colleges and colleges.

M
ost im

portantly, I noticed that the 
learners I w

as w
orking w

ith w
ere just as 

bright and brilliant as the A
 level learners I 

had previously w
orked w

ith. How
ever, they 

w
ere barely getting a look in com

pared
 

to their peers w
hen it cam

e to university 
recruitm

ent and outreach practice. This 
is despite the fact, as noted in a previous 
article, that learners studying vocational 
qualifications are often from

 the m
ost 

underrepresented backgrounds in 
higher education, therefore an inclusive 
approach is param

ount. Furtherm
ore, 

these vocational courses are accepted
 

at the m
ajority of universities, even if, 

as aforem
entioned, this is not explicitly 

advertised. Therefore, there is no 
reasonable justification for not including 
them

 in practice.

O
ver the last year, m

y m
ain project as an 

outreach practitioner has been to use m
y 

know
ledge and experience, as w

ell as 
research into best practice around the 
sector, to m

ake m
y university’s outreach 

practice m
ore inclusive for learners 

studying vocational qualifications.  

By being m
ore inclusive in our practice, w

e 
can m

ake a big im
pact on these learners’ 

futures.

Below
 are ideas, w

hich should be of use to 
others interested in being m

ore inclusive of 
vocational learners in their practice.

Inc
lusive

 la
ng

ua
g

e

Inclusivity of language seem
s to be the 

quickest w
in w

hen it com
es to ensuring 

all students have a sense of belonging in 
higher education, but often seem

s to be 
overlooked. Ensuring that during talks, events 
and in m

arketing, language is inclusive is very 
im

portant, as m
ost activity does not need

 
to be bespoke to vocational learners; they 
sim

ply need to know
 that they can take part.

To ensure m
y language is inclusive I use the 

checklist below
:

V
o

c
a

tio
na

l stud
e

nt c
he

c
klist (the w

ords in 
b

o
ld highlight w

ords for BTEC
 learners)

!
 Schools, sixth form

s a
nd

 c
o

lle
g

e
s  

!
 Year 12 a

nd
 Le

ve
l 3 Y

e
a

r 1 (L3 Y
1 fo

r sho
rt) 

Year 13 a
nd

 Le
ve

l 3 Y
e

a
r 2 (L3 Y

2 fo
r sho

rt)

!
 O

r Year 12/13 a
nd

 e
q

uiva
le

nt

!
 Teachers, tuto

rs a
nd

 a
d

viso
rs

In sc
ho

o
l a

nd
 c

o
lle

g
e

 a
p

p
ro

a
c

h

W
hen it com

es to in college or sixth form
 

college outreach, a different approach is 
needed to that traditionally used in sixth 
form

s (nam
ely getting all learners together 

in one room
 at one tim

e in a form
at such as 

an assem
bly). D

ue to the sheer size of these 
institutions, this is often not feasible, as there is 
not one room

 big enough to accom
m

odate 
the w

hole year.  

Furtherm
ore, learners often do not m

ingle 
beyond their course and thus do not have 
a year group identity. This large-scale 
approach does not allow

 practitioners to 
draw

 on the great advantage that these 
learners have already chosen a very 
specific subject, and thus w

e can present 
m

uch m
ore detailed course-specific talks to 

them
.

I have therefore com
e up w

ith a different 
approach for delivering talks in these 
institutions:

1. 
Rather than offering a certain num

ber 
of talks to m

y school liaisons, I offer 
them

 a certain num
ber of w

eeks. W
ithin 

these w
eeks, I w

ill set a talk them
e (for 

exam
ple applying to university) and

 
liaisons can advertise out to tutors/
teachers to book in a talk w

ith their class 
during this w

eek.

2. 
D

ue to being able to speak to specific 
course subjects (i.e. Health and Social 
C

are), I adapt generic presentations 
to have a subject-specific focus and

 
therefore m

ore appeal to these learners.

Eve
nts

W
hilst m

ost events can be inclusive of any 
level 3 learner, no m

atter w
hat qualification 

they are taking, putting on som
e bespoke 

events to target concerns and barriers that 
vocational learners specifically have, can 
be very im

portant. This is to close the gap 
betw

een their chances of going to university 
and those taking other qualifications.

A
t m

y institution, for exam
ple, I have put 

together a regional vocational aw
ards 

event in collaboration w
ith Pearson, w

hich 
m

irrors their annual BTEC
 aw

ards cerem
ony 

held in London. This event aim
s to provide 

recognition to vocational learners, as 
they are often in the shadow

 of their 
peers studying A

 Levels. The event also 
brings learners onto cam

pus to develop 
a sense of belonging to the university, 
introducing them

 to others w
ho w

ent 
through the BTEC

 pathw
ay and now

 study 
at university, m

aking university study a lot 
less intim

idating to the participants.

C
PD

Finally, a bespoke approach should also 
be adopted w

hen engaging w
ith staff in 

colleges and sixth form
 colleges w

ho w
ork 

w
ith vocational learners. This is for tw

o m
ain 

reasons. Firstly, unlike m
any A

 level teachers 
w

ho have gone through the university 
PG

C
E pathw

ay to becom
e a teacher, 

som
e vocational teachers and tutors m

ay 
not have gone to higher education or 
engaged w

ith it at all. Therefore, they m
ay 

need m
ore convincing of the benefits 

of higher education as a stepping stone 
to em

ploym
ent, to encourage their 

learners to attend. Furtherm
ore, historically 

m
any of their students w

ould go directly 
into em

ploym
ent and apprenticeships. 

Therefore, once again m
aking them

 
aw

are of higher education as a third future 
pathw

ay can require m
ore intervention.

To com
bat these issues I have created

 
bespoke C

PD
 on:

!
 W

riting a university reference for a 
vocational learner.

!
 W

hat can university offer your learners 
(vocational focus).

!
 How

 to support a vocational learner on 
their journey to university.
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Supporting the transition and student success of BTEC
 students at university 

Ba
c

kg
ro

und

The Student Success Project at Leeds w
orks 

across the university to identify, evaluate, 
share and em

bed best practice in relation 
to retention, attainm

ent and progression 
for all students. 

In collaboration w
ith academ

ics and
 

professional staff, as w
ell as students, the 

Student Success team
 has used business 

intelligence and an understanding of 
processes to help create an environm

ent 
w

here students have the greatest 
chance of being successful in their 
studies and beyond graduation. In tim

e, 
the w

ork w
ill inform

 the developm
ent of 

a m
ore inclusive curriculum

, w
idening 

participation, student support delivery and
 

system
s enhancem

ents.

A
 core project team

 provides a link 
w

ith academ
ics, faculties and university 

schools, services, Educational Engagem
ent 

and Student Support. D
ata and research 

supports the assem
bly of an accurate 

and tim
ely picture of ‘at risk’ students and

 
facilitate a better understanding of the 
m

ost effective m
eans of supporting them

. 

Student Success O
fficers (SSO

s), based
 

across faculties w
ork to gather, analyse 

and act on student data and exam
ine 

and support process im
provem

ents. 

The
 BTEC

 a
g

e
nd

a

Internal and external research has 
identified that students holding a BTEC

 
qualification are at increased risk of non-
continuation w

ithin higher education. The 
University of Leeds is no exception. 

W
ha

t w
e

 w
a

nt to
 a

c
hie

ve
 a

t the
 

U
nive

rsity o
f Le

e
d

s

!
 A

 sound understanding of institutional 
data on BTEC

 students

!
 A

 good understanding of the issues that 
BTEC

 students face 

!
 A

 com
plete understanding of research 

and best practice in the sector 
concerning support for BTEC

 students 
in higher education and w

hat is 
appropriate to roll out at the university

!
 Faculties and schools to understand

 
the need and m

eans to support BTEC
 

students and their part in em
bedding 

support at the university 

!
 A

w
areness raising to challenge m

yths 
and change perceptions regarding 
BTEC

 students

!
 Better m

onitoring of, at-risk, students 
(including BTEC

) regarding non 
continuation, attainm

ent, progression 
and target tailored support

!
 BTEC

 students to feel supported during 
their transition to higher education

!
 BTEC

 students to feel academ
ically 

prepared for their transition to higher 
education

!
 BTEC

 students to feel that they are 
w

elcom
e and belong at the university

!
 Im

proving the retention of attainm
ent 

and progression rates for BTEC
 students

D
atasets have allow

ed us to understand
 

non-continuation and attainm
ent rates 

and identify faculties and schools that face 
particular challenges.

W
e know

 from
 the sector research that 

BTEC
 students are at different starting 

points in term
s of academ

ic preparedness 
and understanding of assessm

ent 
expectations in higher education, and

 
that a sense of belonging is one of the 
biggest challenges facing BTEC

 students.

W
e have identified faculties and schools 

that perform
 w

ell w
ith BTEC

 students 
and those that have the highest non-
continuation rates. W

e have been able 
to have honest and open conversations; 
w

hich have allow
ed a collaborative 

approach to w
ork w

ith colleagues and
 

students in identified areas and w
ill inform

 
the structural changes w

e need to m
ake 

as an institution. 

W
e are m

onitoring students through an 
analytics pilot, w

hich is able to identify at 
key touch points, students w

ho are at-risk 
– this is not lim

ited to BTEC
 students.

H
o

w
 w

e
 w

ill a
c

hie
ve

 this

Pre-Entry O
utreach 

!
 Updating com

m
unications and

 
m

aterials to be inclusive

!
 Using student hosts as peer m

entors on 
outreach activity

!
 BTEC

 specific visits

!
 W

ebinars

!
 D

evelopm
ent of an HE preparatory 

BTEC
 M

O
O

C

!
 Know

ledge transfer w
orkshops for 

internal and external stakeholders

!
 Transition into Leeds event – Sum

m
er 

2021

A
ll our local and institutional com

m
unications 

w
ill include BTEC

 and A
 level - all 

presentations and w
orkshops in our outreach 

program
m

es have been updated to 
reflect this. The undergraduate guide and

 
prospectus now

 includes BTEC
 inform

ation 
and any references on our w

eb pages w
ill be 

inclusive w
here possible.  

A
n adm

issions audit m
eans that our outreach 

team
 can be transparent around entry 

qualifications and m
anage expectations at 

UC
A

S fairs and careers/higher education 
events in schools and colleges.

W
ebinars have been developed and

 
delivered for teachers and key influencers 
w

ho are providing advice to BTEC
 learners.

W
e have held know

ledge-sharing w
orkshops 

w
ith Pearson, w

ho have delivered a session to 
colleagues about the changes to BTEC

s and
 

how
 these w

ill im
pact on higher education 

entry.  W
e have also held w

orkshops to bring 
together academ

ics w
ith feeder colleges 

and learners w
ith the intention of each 

audience developing a better understanding 
of the challenges faced and how

 these can 
be addressed in the transition and during the 
higher education academ

ic journey. 

O
ur Teacher and A

dvisors’ survey provided
 

valuable insight about the challenges faced
 

by BTEC
 learners, their concerns about 

higher education and how
 w

e can assist in 
addressing the gaps.

Elem
ents of the M

O
O

C
 w

ill be delivered
 

during Sum
m

er 2020 in an alternative form
at 

to provide the m
uch needed support to 

BTEC
 learners as they enter higher education 

am
idst a period of uncertainty due to 

C
O

V
ID

-19.  
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The ‘Transition into Leeds’ event is in train 
and w

ill see a cohort of offer holders 
experiencing a visit day onto cam

pus 
prior to registering (now

 postponed until 
Sum

m
er 2021 due to C

O
V

ID
-19). The day 

w
ill give learners an experience of cam

pus, 
highlight key services, m

eet w
ith fellow

 
undergraduate students w

ith sim
ilar entry 

profiles to try and address and overcom
e 

any concerns or anxieties prior to freshers 
w

eek. 

O
n C

ourse Support

!
 A

ppointm
ent of 8 Student Success 

O
fficers

!
 Student Success Forum

s

!
 C

hanges to curriculum
, m

odules or 
assessm

ent

!
 BTEC

 advisory group 

!
 BTEC

 student focus group 

!
 Sense of Belonging Survey

!
 W

elcom
e, Induction and Transition 

review
 at institutional level

!
 Signposting to appropriate support

!
 Skills @

 Library

!
 C

areers

The appointm
ent of the Student Success 

O
fficers w

ill allow
 for early identification 

of students w
ho are at risk of non-

continuation. A
 large part of their rem

it is 
to analyse data and liaise w

ith relevant 
colleagues across the institution to share 
findings, signpost and provide appropriate 
interventions. 

C
hanges to the curriculum

, m
odules and

 
assessm

ent w
ill not be across the board

 
and w

e recognise it w
ill be a long process, 

but w
here w

e can, changes w
ill be m

ade. 
For exam

ple, one course leader has 
m

oved a ‘pass for progression’ m
odule 

into Year 2 and this w
ill have a big im

pact 
in supporting first year BTEC

 students. Som
e 

courses have said they w
ill review

 elem
ents 

of assessm
ent. 

Som
e great initiatives already exist 

across the university to support w
elcom

e, 
induction and transition. The Faculty of 
Engineering and Physical Sciences deliver 
a Post 16, pre-entry BTEC

 m
asterclass, 

w
hich includes support for learners to 

be better prepared for the m
aths entry 

test and developing confidence in an 
interview

. In our School of Law
, BTEC

 
learners are sent a series of short podcasts 
before w

elcom
e w

eek, highlighting 
pastoral and academ

ic support available; 
Law

 also allocate the sam
e Personal Tutor 

for the BTEC
 entrants, w

hich really helps to 
build the sense of belonging and provides 
personal and sustained support. 

Finally, an evaluation fram
ew

ork has been 
developed to allow

 the evaluation and
 

m
onitoring of all activity, processes and

 
intervention to dem

onstrate evidence, 
im

pact and outcom
es. 

 

Supporting the transition and student success of BTEC
 students at university 
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Understanding the needs of BTEC
 students through engagem

ent w
ith research

I have been a W
idening Participation 

(W
P) practitioner since 2007. Prior to 

w
orking w

ithin W
P, I trained to be a history 

teacher, com
pleting a PG

C
E at University 

of N
ottingham

. A
lthough, I did not pursue 

a career in teaching, the lessons I learnt 
about how

 schools and the education 
system

 w
orks have been invaluable to m

e 
in m

y subsequent career. Perhaps m
ost 

im
portantly, m

y experiences as a teacher 
taught m

e the value of reflective practice. 
A

 key com
ponent of teaching practice 

w
as the com

pletion of reflective journals; 
critically evaluating w

hat had gone w
ell 

in specific lessons and perhaps m
ore 

im
portantly w

hat hadn’t gone so w
ell, and

 
how

 it could be im
proved next tim

e.  

I have taken these principles w
ith m

e into 
m

y career in W
P, and as m

onitoring and
 

evaluation has becom
e increasingly an 

im
portant com

ponent of W
P practice, 

reflective practice has been actively 
encouraged. In 2016, I w

as lucky enough 
to be selected to take part in a ‘Paper in 
a year’ project, w

hich w
as co-ordinated

 
by the O

ffice for Fair A
ccess (O

FFA
) and

 
Professor Jacqueline Stevenson. Through 
this, I produced m

y first piece of published
 

academ
ic research, w

hich w
as a great 

experience. Taking part in this program
m

e 
gave m

e a greater understanding of 
research m

ethods and the open access of 
research papers based on elem

ents of W
P 

practice.

D
uring the w

riting up of m
y research paper 

‘B
lu

rre
d

 B
o

u
n

d
a

rie
s
 –

 E
n

c
o

u
ra

g
in

g
 g

re
a

te
r 

d
ia

lo
g

u
e

 b
e

tw
e

e
n

 S
tu

d
e

n
t R

e
c

ru
itm

e
n

t 

a
n

d
 W

id
e

n
in

g
 P

a
rtic

ip
a

tio
n

’, I hosted the 

first m
eeting of N

EO
N

’s ‘Supporting BTEC
 

Students W
orking G

roup’, in Septem
ber 

2018. O
ne of the m

ost telling things about 
this m

eeting w
as how

 w
ell attended it w

as.  
Particularly interesting w

as the num
ber of 

academ
ic colleagues taking part.

This sho
w

e
d

 tha
t w

e
 w

e
re

 
c

o
ve

ring
 a

n issue
, w

hic
h 

w
a

s hug
e

ly to
p

ic
a

l a
c

ro
ss 

the
 se

c
to

r.

D
uring discussions throughout the day, 

it w
as apparent that m

any of these 
academ

ic colleagues w
ere operating 

in isolation from
 outreach and W

P team
s 

w
orking w

ithin their institutions. A
s a

 
reflective practitioner, I found this troubling.  
It highlighted a gap w

ithin som
e HEIs in 

the sector in term
s of know

ledge transfer 
betw

een academ
ics w

orking w
ith students 

w
hen they have accessed university, 

and those w
orking w

ith prospective 
applicants prior to arriving in higher 
education. Participation in the w

riting 
course encouraged m

e to utilise research 
evidence and findings w

hen developing 
projects in practice.

W
ith regards to the progression of 

learners from
 BTEC

 backgrounds to higher 
education, over the course of the past 
decade w

e have seen huge increases 
in learner num

bers accessing higher 
education via this pathw

ay.  

A
 re

p
o

rt fro
m

 Pe
a

rso
n 

ind
ic

a
te

d
 tha

t the
  

num
b

e
r o

f le
a

rne
rs 

p
ro

g
re

ssing
 to

 unive
rsity 

via
 the

 BTEC
 p

a
thw

a
y  

ha
s inc

re
a

se
d

 fro
m

  
13.3%

 in 2008 to
 24.3%

  
in 2015 (Pe

a
rso

n, 2016).

Each year, around 100,000 learners 
enter university w

ith a BTEC
 N

ational 
qualification, this equates to 1 in 4 learners 
having studied a BTEC

. Therefore, BTEC
 

students represent a huge proportion of the 
undergraduate student intake each year.  

The higher education sector during the 
past decade has seen an unprecedented

 
pace of change, and various strands of 
the sector have not fully kept pace w

ith 
this.  M

ore BTEC
 learners are accessing 

Russell G
roup and research intensive 

institutions than w
as ever the case 

previously. Throughout m
y career, I have 

w
orked in various types of university 

and have encountered very different 
perceptions around the capabilities of 
BTEC

 students. Som
e traditional universities 

have been guilty of reinforcing a deficit 
m

odel perception of BTEC
 students; I tire 

of hearing outdated prejudicial com
m

ents 
around how

 BTEC
 students cannot do 

certain things. The reality of the situation 
is their prior learning has prepared them

 
m

ore appropriately for the transition 
into higher education at som

e types of 
institutions than others. 

Institutions need to change to be reflective 
of this shift, not the students. The w

ork of our 
group is integral to challenging aspects of 
institutional prejudice and im

plem
enting 

cultural change w
ithin universities and

 
colleges.

In order to do this effectively, being 
reflective practitioners and supporting 
a culture of continuous developm

ent is 
crucial.

G
re

a
te

r c
o

nne
c

tivity 
b

e
tw

e
e

n re
se

a
rc

h 
a

nd
 p

ra
c

tic
e

 w
ithin 

the
 W

id
e

ning
 A

c
c

e
ss 

c
o

m
m

unity c
a

n he
lp

 us 
sup

p
o

rt this c
ha

ng
e

 a
nd

 
to

 influe
nc

e
 p

o
lic

y  
m

o
ving

 fo
rw

a
rd

.

If you are a practitioner w
orking w

ith BTEC
 

learners or a teacher of BTEC
 learners in 

FE, the follow
ing research papers and

 
policy briefings are hugely insightful in 
term

s of helping to develop appropriate 
interventions to support BTEC

 learners and
 

to provide an increased appreciation of 
the barriers faced by these learners w

hen 
accessing higher education.
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Furthe
r re

a
d

ing
 

‘Transitions from
 V

ocational Q
ualifications 

to Higher Education: Exam
ining 

Inequalities’ – Banerjee &
 M

ayhill – Based
 

on findings from
 ‘Transform

ing Transitions’ 
project

Pearson - ‘BTEC
 Students into Higher 

Education: Listening to Learners’ V
oices 

report

‘Enhancing BTEC
 students’ transition to 

HE: developing pedagogical partnerships 
across post-16 and HE sectors’ – D

r C
lare 

G
artland &

 D
r C

hristine Sm
ith (University 

of Suffolk) – Report produced for N
etw

ork 
for East A

nglian C
ollaborative O

utreach 
(N

EA
C

O
) – N

ational C
ollaborative 

O
utreach Program

m
e (N

C
O

P)

Raven. N
. 2018. ‘The higher education 

progression of BTEC
 learners: trends, 

challenges and tactics’ – In 2018 Forum
 

for A
ccess &

 C
ontinuing Education 

(FA
C

E) publication , ‘C
oncepts of value 

and w
orth: N

ational and international 
perspectives in W

idening A
ccess and

 
Participation’

Baker, Z. (2019) ‘The vocational/academ
ic 

divide in w
idening participation? : The 

Higher Education decision-m
aking of 

Further Education students’, Journal of 
Further and Higher Education

Katartzi, E. and Hayw
ard, G

. (2019) 
‘Transitions to higher education: The case 
of students w

ith vocational backgrounds. 
Studies in Higher Education’

Po
lic

y b
rie

fing
s

‘C
hanging patterns in vocational entry 

qualifications, student support and
 

outcom
es in undergraduate degree 

program
m

es’ – D
r Robin Shields and

 
D

r A
lex M

asardo, University of Bath – 
published by The Higher Education 
A

cadem
y (HEA

)

‘Reform
ing BTEC

s: A
pplied G

eneral 
qualifications as a route to higher 
education’ - Scott Kelly – published by the 
Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI)

‘V
ocation, vocation, vocation – The role 

of vocational routes in higher education’ 
- N

icole G
icheva and Kathryn Petrie – 

published by the Social M
arket Foundation 

(SM
F)

N
e

xt ste
p

s fo
r N

EO
N

’s ‘Sup
p

o
rting

 
BTEC

 Stud
e

nts W
o

rking
 G

ro
up

’  
- C

hris Ba
ye

s

W
e hope that you have enjoyed reading 

our publication and w
ill find the ‘guiding 

principles’ useful in term
s of inform

ing 
your practice w

hen ‘Supporting BTEC
 

Students’. The further education and
 

higher education sectors, the w
idening 

participation (W
P) agenda and post-16 

qualification landscape are very m
uch 

m
oving pieces. In over a decade of 

w
orking in the sector and supporting the 

W
P agenda, the only thing, w

hich has 
rem

ained consistent, is that things have 
been inconsistent! 

The unprecedented and evolving 
C

O
V

ID
-19 situation w

ill continue to place 
great pressures on those living w

ithin so-
called disadvantaged com

m
unities, 

teachers and advisors w
orking w

ith young 
people in schools and colleges and the 
further and higher education sectors m

ore 
generally in term

s of their financial situation 
and future survival.

  

  N
EO

N
 w

ill continue to support all of those 
w

orking w
ithin the W

idening A
ccess 

com
m

unity throughout this challenging 
tim

e. W
ith regards to ‘Supporting BTEC

 
Students’, w

e are currently conducting 
a survey, w

hich w
ill inform

 a piece of 
research involving W

P practitioners 
based on their perceptions around how

 
their institution currently supports the 
access, progression and success of BTEC

 
students, and how

 this could potentially 
be strengthened in future. The link to this 
survey can be found via - http

s://w
w

w
.

surve
ym

o
nke

y.c
o

.uk/r/M
G

6M
H

G
8.

Follow
ing on from

 this, w
e w

ould like to do 
som

e further research involving selected
 

practitioners draw
n from

 across the further 
and higher education and vocational 
qualifications sectors, along w

ith holding 
som

e focus groups and research interview
s 

w
ith those teaching BTEC

 learners, and
 

to do this w
ith learners actually doing 

the qualification them
selves.  If you are 

interested being involved, please contact 
us via c

.b
a

ye
s@

la
nc

a
ste

r.a
c

.uk.

Re
fe

re
nc

e
s
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If you would like to find out more information about NEON, 
please visit - www.educationopportunities.co.uk

If you would like to find out more information about the 
‘Supporting BTEC students’ Working Group, please visit -  
www.educationopportunities.co.uk or join our LinkedIn 
group via www.linkedin.com/groups/8805592.

We will continue to work towards supporting the 
implementation of cultural change amongst academics, 
practitioners and professional services colleagues within 
schools, sixth form colleges, further education colleges and 
higher education institutions and to encourage greater 
knowledge exchange between staff and students within 
these organisations.
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