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BTECs supporting HE progression: evidence from research

2016 data reveals that 1 in 4 of all HE applicants from England have studied 
at least one BTEC qualification (Gicheva and Petrie, 2018)

BTEC qualifications are an important entry route for those who live in areas 
with low progression routes, students from white working class 
backgrounds and BAME students. (Gicheva and Petrie, 2018; Kelly, 2017; Shields and Masardo, 

2015)

There are regional differences with more students are progressing with 
BTEC qualifications from the NE, NW, Yorkshire and Humber and the West 
Midlands (Gicheva and Petrie, 2018)

BTECs increasingly providing a route into HE rather than directly into 
careers (Kelly, 2017)





BTECs issues and concerns

BTECs 

“set 

students 

up for 

failure” 

The Sunday 

Times

• Fewer BTEC students achieve first and upper second class degrees 
(Kelly, 2017)

• 12% of young students entering university with a BTEC in 2014/15 
dropped out (compared to 6.2% of all students) 
(Gicheva and Petrie, 2018). 

• Highest completion rates were at new Universities and lowest at 
Russell Group institutions (Kelly, 2017)

• Patchy careers advice has mean students are confused about routes 
from BTEC courses to HE. According to a 2014 study only 30% 
students believed universities would consider BTECs (Gicheva and Petrie, 2018)

• There is a mismatch of subject matter on some courses, particularly if 
HE courses contain scientific or mathematical component (Gicheva and Petrie, 

2018)

• Different modes of assessment (Gicheva and Petrie, 2018)



• Small scale qualitative research study of attitudes 
to and conceptions of HE. Focus of study to 
develop practical strategies to support progression

• Location: de-industrialised area of multiple 
deprivation.  Low GCSE results/ low progression 
rates 

• Participants: 
• BTEC students in 6th Form and Further 

Education (FE) colleges (disciplinary clusters). 
1st generation in family to progress to HE.

• Focus group with staff at the 6th Form College

Previous BTEC Project – QAA funded



• History of falling investment: ‘funding crisis’ in Sixth Forms and Further 
Education (FE)

 Area reviews: significant changes in the 6th form and FE sector (at the start 
of the area review process 60% of 6th form colleges predicted to merge or 
close)

 Academisation: increase in numbers of school sixth forms and increased 
competition for appropriately qualified young people

 Michael Wilshaw: “My view is that 16 to 19 should be done in 
school…Vulnerable learners who need a familiar environment…head off 
towards the FE institution which is a large, amorphous institution on a 
number of campuses and do badly. They get lost. Drop out”  

Policy Context: a rapidly changing landscape 



 ‘Habitus’ (institutional/ collective, familial and individual), ‘capital’ and ‘field’ 
(Bourdieu)

‘We draw on interview, questionnaire and observational data to look at some of the ways in which 
the various components of institutional habitus – educational status, organisational practices and 
expressive order – influence the choice-making process and, concomitantly, choices of higher 
education’ (Reay, David and Ball, 2005: 39)

 Possible Selves

‘According to Markus and Nurius (1986), the repertoire of possible selves held by an individual at 
a given time is influenced by her or his past experiences, sociocultural life context, and current 
situation. Further, these future oriented self-conceptualizations, or possible selves, vary according 
to three factors: valence, level of elaboration, and psychological accessibility’ (Rossiter, 2009)

Conceptual Framework



• Students unaware that BTEC courses provided a route into HE before starting their courses. BTEC 
courses provided a progression route for students who had felt they were excluded from HE.

• Professional context important, especially to students in health related areas. Work placements at the 
FE college were seen as influential over decision making.

• BTEC courses provided students with new learning opportunities and access to resources which 
motivated and engaged them and supported the development of successful learner identities.  

• Experiential learning was motivational, providing opportunities to experience and understand real 
world application of knowledge and find out about associated roles and career possible selves.

But…

• The majority of students were progressing to post 92 universities (wage premium associated with elite 
HEIs)

• BTEC routes were often highly gendered and influenced by family (especially in health and caring 
professions)

BTEC supporting HE and vocational identities



Placements are so helpful ‘cause honestly … you see it all and like when they go 
through things like I just done one at the [hospital] on the maternity ward, which was 
sorted by the college (FE college: BTEC Health and Social Care)

We’d done a whole unit on safeguarding children, adults, the legislation, we done 
equality of rights, diversity of rights – literally done all areas and that can go to any 
career (FE College BTEC Health & Social Care)

It’s also how they do some of the assignments, like in the crime scene one we had to 
do in the first year, instead of just giving us pictures of one they’ve done or scenarios or 
something, they actually make a crime scene for you and they give you the suit 
and they give you bits of information and they send you in to do it … it’s you 
who is doing the solving.  (Sixth Form College. BTEC forensic science)

They said ‘What’s happened to Jack ? I used to teach him and he used to be one of 
the laziest students in the class.’  But it’s just like so much work you’ve got to 
change your attitude towards it.  It’s good for you – it’s not bad for you. (6th Form 
College. BTEC IT)



• Moving from school to a college environment was seen to support progression to HE

• FE students labelled ‘B-tards’. BTECs were seen to be viewed negatively and not as 
equivalent to A levels 

• Focus in the 6th form college on progression to HE  (displays, maps, mentoring, careers 
events, open days, personal statements) meant students  were informed, prepared and 
confident about progressing to HE. ‘People rich’ environment (mentors, representatives from 
HEIs, student services, tutors)

• Natural’ progression from 6th form college to HE  (‘a fish in water’?) - promoting progression 
amongst students who had not previously considered HE to be an option for them

• Fragile identities as HE students: familial habitus was often at odds with  emerging HE 
identities . Financial concerns and  heavy commitments to part time employment contributed to 
this fragility.

Institutional effect: FE and 6th form colleges 



People were different as well –’cause our school…the main thing 
was popularity but here there’s no popularity groups…everyone 
just mixes but in school…just like everyone’s in groups but that’s 
one of the main differences for me (6th Form College: BTEC IT)

I think it’s the atmosphere of coming to do A levels… it’s the 
transition from having the idea of what you enjoy doing at 
college… you might as well turn something you enjoy into getting 
a degree and into a career. You realise those steps… how I’d be  
going to A levels and to uni to do it and then have a job in it (6th

Form College. BTEC Children’s Play, Learning and Development)

I didn’t really want to go …I hadn’t even thought about it …it’s 
been great here.  Like it’s talked about … it’s mentioned and you 
think oh – then I started looking at universities and open days last 
year and I was like, oh I like the look of that…  (6th Form College. 
BTEC Forensic Science)



• BTEC structure and supervision creating ‘safe learning 
spaces’ and strong(er) learner identities – readiness for IL

• Assignments as a central focus in BTEC structure – acting 
as a driver for learning

• Cross-disciplinary assignments and BTEC curriculum 
offering insights into a range of potential degree choices 
– close or loose ties

• Shifts in the locus of control signalled moves towards 
independence on some BTEC courses. Students 
recognising their own moves towards HE readiness, and 
claims of being ‘independent learners’

Pedagogical Approaches for Independent 
Learning



Students
• fragility in 

identity
• opportunities 

for WBL
• progression 

towards 
learning 
independence

Institutions
• culture
• preparation
• marketing
• approaches to 

teaching and 
learning

Courses
• curricula 

alignment with 
BTEC/A levels

• exams and 
assignments

• research skills 
and capability for 
IL

= the need for stronger pedagogic connections

and to further understanding for making informed alignments 

and for strategic planning  

‘Further and HE institutions should work much more closely together, particularly on 

progression routes’ (Gicheva and Petrie, 2018)
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Explore
existing 
attitudes 
and 
approaches 
to transition 
in your own 
context

Create
new 
meanings, 
identities 
and roles 
in relation 
to 
transition

Collaborate
with 
colleagues, 
students and 
partners 
in the wider 
education 
community, 
towards more 
effective 
approaches

Drive 
innovation 
and 
implement 
change

Engage
the wider 
College or 
University 
community 
towards 
better 
understandin
g of 
transitions in 
that context

Currently analysing

interviews around these 

aspects



Staying in touch:
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Thank you for your attention


