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1. Introduction and Overview

Last year 23% of students withdrew from Staffordshire University; the majority of these were first years, and the majority of these withdrew in November, December and January.   This year the aim is to minimise the number of students who leave during this period, thus we are looking at short-term strategies, but it must be acknowledged that improving student success is a long-term process.  In the UK Napier University is an example of an institution which has turned around its retention rates, for example, the proportion of first year students passing all their modules has risen by 15% since 1995/6 (see Johnston, 2001 and 2002).  But Veronique Johnson stresses the need of accepting a long-term focus and engagement:

“Addressing retention is long-term work and it requires institutions and their staff to make fundamental changes to their thinking and their processes.  Any cycle of research, action and evaluation will take a minimum of three years, more likely four to five years” (Johnson, 2002, p11).

A number of institutions however have implemented short-term strategies to improve retention with some success.  Drawing from the information available, research with students who have persisted at Staffordshire, and research in other institutions, a series of recommendations can be made.

2. Institute for Access Studies work on Student Success

For the past 18 months the Institute for Access Studies has been involved in researching student retention and success, and it is from this work that this document emerges.  Relevant research includes:

(a) Research with students at Staffordshire University who have persisted in higher education

(b) Six institutional case studies, in institutions with high levels of “widening participation” students and good rates of retention and completion, examining policy and practices to support students to succeed.  (Commissioned by HEFCE, and undertaken with Professor Mantz Yorke and Maggie Woodrow).

(c) A further 10 institutional case studies examining ways in which institutions with higher rates of withdrawal have tackled the problems. (On behalf of HEFCE / Action on Access, with Professor Geoff Layer, Professor Mantz Yorke and Angela Srivastavna).

(d) National research for UUK/DfES examining the role of student services in supporting diversity and success.

(e) International retention project, working with ten partners examining alternative policies and practical approaches to supporting student success.

3. Key points from the Research

· Relationships are important, e.g. with staff and with other students

· Withdrawal is often multi-faceted

· Non-traditional students often experience greater multiple disadvantage

Some of these issues are discussed in more depth in two articles, summaries of which are included in Appendix 1 and 2 at the end of this document.

4. Short-term Actions Schools can Implement to Improve First Year Retention

(a) Introduce registers for seminars (and small lectures).  When a student does not attend for two or three consecutive meetings, ring them up and find out how they are.  (This can be done via student proctors/volunteers).

(b) Encourage tutors to see all students, or those deemed “at risk”, around week 4 or 5, as this is when many students think about leaving.  Meetings for “at risk” students should ideally be arranged before and after the Christmas vacation too.

(c) In Week 4/5/6 organise an induction update – much of the information imparted in the first week of the semester will be forgotten.  Possible workshop topics include:

· Expectations of HE, and coping with them, e.g. time management, other problems etc

· Personal development planning – how does HE support your goals (drawing on Careers Service)

· Learning skills workshops and self-assessment (drawing on Library and Learning resources expertise)

· Finance workshops (drawing on Students Union Advice Centre).  This should include managing money and debt awareness.  E.g. one HEI gets all students to prepare a budget.

· Information about local job opportunities and support on how to manage work/study/life balance

· Social activities/team-building (this can be done via tutor or mentor groups as part of the attending of the other activities)

(d) Encourage students to access support from the Students Union Advice Centre and/or Student Services (workshops to let students know what is available are being planned for the end of October/early November by Student Services).

(e) Set-aside a common room for students, especially those not living on or near the campus to meet up and spend time between lectures and seminars.  Non-campus based students should be encouraged to meet up.

(f) Provide information about assessment expectations prior to the first assessment, and guidance about preparing for assessments. 

(g) Improve and publicise arrangements and ease of transfer between full and part-time study, and facilitate and publicise moving to a different course.

(h) Review the system and support, advice and guidance given to students who fail – the way in which the letter informing them of their “failure” can determine whether or not they return to the institution.

(i) Personal tutors could be encouraged to draw up “retrieval plans” with students who have failed or performed poorly in assessed work – otherwise weak students are burdened with failure as they progress.

(j) Short revision schools (e.g. half a day) should be available at Easter/Summer to ensure that failures and not carried into level 2.

5. Sources of Support

The following sources of support to improve retention in your school are available:

(a) Support to develop and implement School strategy and interventions, taking into account the school context, and drawing on our work in other institutions.  This could be done initially through a meeting between Dr Liz Thomas and school staff.

(b) Staff seminar/workshop around key retention issues, e.g. considering why students withdraw, and ways in which staff can contribute to reducing withdrawal rates.

(c) There is lots of activity focused on addressing student retention in the University.  For example, Student Support are planning to organise workshops at Stoke and Stafford to sign post students who are thinking of leaving to appropriate information and support.  Information Services are developing a matrix team focusing on lifelong learning and key skills, and are able to provide learning support (e.g. workshops etc).  The Students’ Union Advice Centre run workshops on financial issues.  Student Administrative Services provide monthly details of student withdrawals at the school level, but they can also produce information about which type of students are withdrawing, from which courses and when.

(d) On 19th November Staffordshire University is hosting a HEFCE / Action on Access seminar on Student Success and Retention.  Speakers include Mary Stuart (Action on Access and University of Sussex) and Christine Fraser (HEFCE); and there are workshops on “The first year experience” (Ruth Woodfield, Sussex University), “The Roehampton Educational Development Centre: A one-stop-shop for students” (Teresa McGoldrick, Surrey University) and “Institutional strategies to support student success” (Liz Thomas, Staffordshire University).

6. Contact Details

If you would like to know more about the work of the Institute for Access Studies please visit our website: www.staffs.ac.uk/access-studies.

If you would like to arrange to meet with a member of the team to support you to develop and implement your School strategy or interventions, or to arrange a seminar, please contact Joanne Astley, 5731, j.s.astley@staffs.ac.uk. 

7. Appendix 1

Summary of the Article “Student Retention in Higher Education: The role of institutional habitus”, Journal of Education Policy vol. 17, no.4, pp 423 - 432

Liz Thomas, Institute for Access Studies, Staffordshire University

Increasing diversity amongst the student population and changes to student funding are cited as the reason for student withdrawal.  Our research found however that many students do manage on low incomes, cope with high levels of debt and work long hours in “part-time” jobs to support themselves and successfully complete their courses of study.  But, the values and practices of a higher education institution (HEI) impact on student retention or withdrawal.  (In my paper this is explored through the concept of “institutional habitus”).

If a student feels that they do not fit in, that their social and cultural practices are inappropriate and that their tacit knowledge is undervalued, they may be more inclined to withdraw early.  It is therefore necessary to develop, explore and understand different institutional practices that impact on the extent to which students feel that they are accepted.

1. The Academic Experience: Attitudes of staff, teaching and learning and assessment

Relationships between students and teaching staff seem to be fundamental to attitudes towards learning and coping with academic difficulties.  If students feel that staff believe in them, and care about the outcomes of their studying, they seem to gain both self-confidence and motivation, and their academic performance improves:

“If they [academic staff] don’t give a stuff, you just think… although it’s my mark, I’m still not as motivated… If someone cares about my work, I’ll go out and do that extra bit of research or look in to this”.

Students seem to be more likely to feel that they are accepted and valued by staff if lecturers and tutors know their names and exhibit other signs of friendship, are interested in their work and treat them as equals.  Students who feel respected by staff, are then more able to take problems to staff, and thus sort them out.  Academic difficulties that are not resolved may well lead to failure, and ultimately involuntary withdrawal.

Methods of teaching, learning and assessment provide sites for interactions between staff, students and their peers.  A traditional “institutional habitus” assumes that the values and practices of the dominant group (i.e. white, male, middle class, able bodied etc) are not only “correct”, but treats all students as if they possessed them, and this is reflected in teaching, learning and assessment strategies.  Thus, in a number of different ways “non-traditional” students are effectively discriminated against.  For example, the language of instruction, the assumed prior knowledge and the prioritising of style over contents favour students from a dominant background, rather than those for whom HE is not the norm.  Staff need to be aware of the different social, cultural and academic backgrounds of students, to accept and respect students and develop an inclusive model of teaching, learning and assessment. Although different entry qualifications and previous experiences can be divisive, sensitive and supportive teaching and learning can contribute to overcoming such differences, rather than reinforcing the social and academic distance between students, and the HE “norm".

2. The Social Experience: Friendship, mutual support and social networks

The empirical research demonstrated that an aspect of the university experience that seems to be fundamental to the decision of students whether or not to stay at university was the extent to which they had good friendships and social networks that provided support to overcome difficulties.   One student commented:

“…I’ve got a lot of really good friends here.  I think that’s one of the major things for most people that’ll keep them here.  Most people I know have made the best friends they’ve ever had at university.  That keeps people.  That will keep people here.  That was a major factor for me.  And I didn’t want to walk away from, what is in effect, for its good and bad points, some of the best times of my life, and I’m ever likely to have.  That’s what kept me here.”

Friendship is particularly significant for students under-represented groups, as they tend to lose their friends at home as their interests and tastes change.

Our research identified three ways in which the institution can play a role in promoting social networks: through student living arrangements; the provision of appropriate social facilities and thirdly via collaborative teaching and learning practices.

Living arrangements help students to identify common ground with peers (i.e. those with a similar habitus).  For example, living with other people who are “in the same position” means that issues of poverty, debt and working shifts are the norm, and are thus easier to cope with. Those students who do not live in “student” accommodation  are more likely to feel marginalized from their peers; local students who live at home said that they would have liked to have had the chance to go away to university, and so live with other students.  Our research suggests that students need to have choices and flexibility with regard to their living arrangements, and secondly, local students may find themselves excluded from the socialisation of living in student accommodation, and thus institutions many need develop ways to enable local students to develop friendships and social networks, then they too will be able to access mutual support.

Another way in which institutions can promote the development of social networks is via the Students Union, but currently these tend to favour relatively young students, without dependents or caring responsibilities, and who live near the campus.  This suggests the need for alternative venues and social activities to assist students to make friends for support and pleasure.

A third way in which institutional practices can promote friendship and social networks is via the induction and teaching processes when students commence at the university.  For example, small group collaborative learning provides a way for students to create social networks in the classroom.  This is vitally important as patterns of engagement are changing – students are less likely to live on campus, more likely to work (part) time, and more likely to have responsibilities other than academic study.

The institutional habitus helps to determine the way in which difference is dealt with.  Some specific characteristics that promote retention are:

· Staff attitudes, and relationships with students, which minimise the social and academic distance between them, and enable students to feel valued and sufficiently confident to seek guidance when they require it.

· Inclusive teaching and learning strategies which do not assume that the habitus of “traditional” HE students should be the habitus of new cohorts.  This includes an awareness of different previous educational experiences, the language of instruction and implied requirements, alternative learning styles and needs and other assumed norms.

· Collaborative or socially-orientated teaching and learning which promotes social relations between students through academic activities.

· A range of assessment practices that give all students, irrespective of their preferred method of assessment, the opportunities to succeed, and which do not assume the same access to time and other resources.  This includes utilising a range of assessment tools, providing opportunities and support for re-assessment and consulting students about other (academic and non-academic) commitments when planning assessments.

· Choice, flexibility and support with regard to accommodation, which allows students to find the living arrangements that best suit them and to move if necessary.

· A diversity of social spaces.  The Students Union bar is an important social facility for some students, but alternative spaces need to be provided for students with different needs.  Particular attention is needed with regard to local students who are not able to socialise through their living arrangements.

· Students are allowed to be themselves, and not expected to change to fit in with institutional expectations which are very different to there own habitus.

Student retention does not merely require some additional student support services, nor is it an external student finance problem which can therefore be ignored.  Relationships and positions are at the heart of student success; institutions must be willing to examine their internal structures of power and representation, including the spheres of governance, curricula and pedagogy.

8. Appendix 2

Summary of the Article “Building social capital to improve student success”, British Education Research Association Conference, University of Exeter, September 2002

Liz Thomas, Institute for Access Studies, Staffordshire University

In discussions with non-traditional students who have persisted in higher education there is an important sense that they “feel like they belong”.  On entering higher education students have both academic and social concerns about fitting in, for example, one student commented:

“I was most worried first about making friends and second about the work, in case it all went over my head
” (1st year, young, full-time, first generation entrant).

Fears of not fitting in and not being able to cope may be reinforced in families and communities where HE is not the norm.  For example, in our research mature students reported surprise and discouragement from both their immediate family and from other institutions, such as the Benefits Agency about entering HE.

Although higher education is often cited as contributing to overcoming social exclusion, our research demonstrates that social exclusion can exist within higher education.  There is little consensus surrounding the definition of “social exclusion”, but it is usually perceived to be multi-dimensional and to focus on relational issues.  Extrapolating from the work of the “Poverty 3” researchers it is possible to identify fives systems or spheres within higher education that are significant in terms of the relationships and sense of belonging that students experience, and subsequently their persistence or otherwise in higher education:

i). The academic sphere – the teaching, learning and assessment system - which promotes academic integration

ii). The economic sphere – the student financial support system - which promotes economic integration

iii). The social sphere - the peer system - which promotes social integration

iv). The support sphere – the student services system - which promotes personal integration

v). The democratic sphere - the governance and representation system - which promotes democratic integration

One’s sense of belonging within higher education in general, and to a specific institution in particular depends on effective participation in all five spheres.  Academic integration implies having one’s knowledge, previous experiences and means of expressing oneself valued.  This might be demonstrated through the curriculum, the pedagogy, and the assessment structure.  Economic integration means having sufficient disposable income to meet your living expenses, and to secure this finance in an acceptable way (e.g. long hours, certain types of employment or borrowing money may be unacceptable to some students). Social integration can be understood as having family and friends, neighbours and social networks to provide care and companionship and moral support when these are needed.  For most students at some point in their higher education career student services will enable them to realise their full potential; the services need to be readily available, and students need to be able to avail themselves of the services when they need them.  Democratic integration gives all students, especially those from under-represented groups, the opportunity to influence policy and practice within the institution.  The systems are complementary, and when one or two are weak, the others need to be strong to compensate for this.  It is therefore proposed that if students experience exclusion within these spheres they are more likely to withdraw, and furthermore, that institutions can promote the utilisation and development of social capital to help reduce social exclusion within higher education.

Social capital is usually used to refer to social networks, relationships and contacts, often based on norms and shared values, and which can be used to provide support and access to other opportunities.  The perceived benefits of social capital include:

· Shared understanding of norms and expectations

· Trust and self-confidence

· Information and guidance

· Resources and opportunities

· Friendship and support

Social capital can be derived from many sources – and not just in a social context.   HEIs can contribute to the development of social capital, and see the benefits of social capital, in each of the five spheres (academic, economic, social, support and democratic).  It is important that these two aspects of social capital (its benefits and its development) are explored together, as it by utilising social capital that more social capital is generated, and thus this is mutually reinforcing process, where social capital created in one sphere supports student success in this sphere and others.

1. Social capital in the academic sphere

Within the academic context networks and relationships with both peers and teaching staff can have important benefits on academic progress. Enhanced relationships with teaching staff improve motivation to study and learn, and increase confidence to seek help, and both of these factors contribute to improved academic performance.  Social capital can also be of benefit and be developed through peer relationships within the classroom setting, in particular through small group learning.  For example, Vincent Tinto advocates “learning communities”.  In essence, the idea is that by students learning together in groups they create a network of people that they feel attached to, this both provides them with support, and deepens their learning as discussion about the course material takes place, both in and out of the classroom.

2. Social capital in the economic sphere

Social capital provides advantages to students within the economic sphere too.  For example, it is via friends and acquaintances that students can gain information to improve their financial situation, such as details about bursaries and how to apply, or information about local job opportunities.  Social capital can also help to reduce the negative impacts of financial hardship.  For example, students felt that it was easier to cope on a low income if friends were in a similar position; this removes the pressure to participate in more costly leisure activities, and undertaking paid employment is the norm and accepted, rather than being viewed as problematic.  Furthermore, social capital can help students to be more aware of the financial realities of being a student prior to entry to HE.  This may be via friends and family who have participated in higher education, and so provide an informed perspective, but this social capital can also be gained via interaction with the HEI and other professionals.

Social capital can be generated in the economic sphere through relations with peers and with the institution.  For example, the process of undertaking employment can provide opportunities to meet people and extend the network of support available.  In addition, increased income allows socialisation.  Institutions can provide workshops to enable students to both manage their money more effectively, and to accept and deal with debt. 

3. Social capital in the social sphere

Social networks provide friendship and support, information and exchange of ideas and experiences.  Social capital can be generated through both formal and informal social activities (Tinto, 1993).  For example the Students’ Union has traditionally had a key role to play in providing social opportunities through clubs and societies and less formal activities.  There is a danger that as more “non-traditional” students participate in higher education they are less likely to engage in “traditional” social activities. Local and mature students are further penalised as for many students living in shared accommodation has provided an opportunity to meet people and make friends.  One student commented: 

 “Sometimes I have three hours to kill.  And you think where do I go, what do I do all day? You don’t want to be studying all the time.  You could go all day without speaking to anyone. It makes you feel even more depressed because you think everyone else has got friends and you haven't ” (Mature student who commutes daily, an hour each way). 
In order to allow all students to develop their social capital in the social sphere, the institution should take responsibility for providing “free” space for student interaction, for creating a more inclusive Students’ Union and helping local students to compensate for the reduced social interaction which is a consequence of not living in shared university accommodation.

4. Social capital in the support sphere

Social capital in the support sphere offers student the confidence to access services and the knowledge of what is available.  Within student support there is evidence  that those who are most in need of support are the least likely to seek it out, and in addition, students are often not aware of the services available.  By being pro-active services can not only raise awareness and become transparent to students, but they can also challenge the assumption that they only exist for students with ‘problems’.

In one HEI Student Services provides both advice and guidance, but also seeks to promote student development, in particular via volunteering.  The volunteering aspect encourages students who lack confidence or feel guilty about asking for support to enter into Student Services, and then any issues are dealt with while they’re there.  Volunteering has direct and indirect benefits for retention, i.e. they help themselves and others: “Once you get them volunteering they tend not to leave”.  In addition, this combination of guidance and volunteering enables Student Services to provide very personal support – often matching new students suffering from homesickness with other students who come from the same area or even the same estate they live in and school they have attended – although the Director stresses that it is the policies and procedures that underpin this service that are effective.  Thus, it is through the creation of social networks that students can help themselves and others.

5. Social capital in the democratic sphere

New student cohorts have different needs within HE.  Enabling students to participate in the democratic sphere contributes to ensuring that the system meets the diverse and changing needs of students.  It provides opportunities for the institution to learn of the needs and expectations of students, and for students to develop their understanding of institutional norms – and in turn to shape them.  This process of interaction contributes to trust and self-confidence both to operate within the current system and to influence change.

In an Australian university, five students from disadvantaged backgrounds became leaders in students’ politics.  They were assisted by membership of a targeted student association, which created “a sense of belonging and identification with a cohort that they were able to represent”, and this in turn developed their self-confidence to stand for election.  The five elected students felt that they had benefited personally from participating in the governance of the Guild, and had brought about positive change for other students from under-represented groups, and challenged the traditional workings of the Guild and the university as a whole.  For example, some improvements them implemented are: changed policy on childcare fees to reflect the needs of low income and part-time students; text book bursaries for low income students; creating a parent room on campus; establishing a mature students club; and the provision of a substantial budget to provide fee relief for low income students.  In addition the needs of “non-traditional” students are now a normal feature of planning.

The institution plays a central role in helping to value and build social capital amongst this group of students by providing information, advice and social structures for students to maintain their identities, whilst participating in HE life and culture.  Without participation by new student groups in the democratic sphere many other aspects of higher education remain unchallenged and thus unchanged.  This process of engagement is facilitated by social capital, and in turn generates more social capital.

Conclusion

Social exclusion within higher education does not just occur at one site within the institution, but is a consequence of the interplay of relations in different spheres – including the academic, economic, social, support and democratic.  The d
evelopment of social capital can occur in all spheres and help to overcome social exclusion in all aspects of higher education, but the value of social capital however is often ignored.  The changing demography and lifestyles of new student cohorts is often ignored, and institutions are not changing to enable students to utilise and develop social networks in all spheres.  It is only if we recognise the significance of relationships in these five spheres that we will be able to effectively address social exclusion in higher education, and improve student success.

Full paper available at www.staffs.ac.uk/access-studies - there is link at the bottom of the front page.

9. Appendix 3:

Summary of the Article “The best years of your life? Contrasting the local and the non-local student experience of higher education”, BERA Conference, University of Exeter, September 2002

Kim Slack and Lorraine Casey

Recent figures show that the number of students taking studying locally and living at home has risen significantly over recent years. For example HESA statistics show that there has been a 40% increase in the period between 1997 and 1999.  For many students from lower SEGs financial cost is clearly an important factor in deciding to study locally.  Although students from poorer backgrounds are unlikely to contribute to tuition fees, they are still more likely to come out with larger debts. Such students are also more likely to be debt-aversive and therefore may prefer to work longer hours in employment than to take out student loans. The need to work, and for longer hours, will also have impacted on their results and consequently their HE choices. However, finance is not the only reason for the growing trend. The extent to which students feel ‘comfortable’ in an HEI is also a factor in the subtext of choice. A growing number of studies are focusing on the ‘fit’ between the habitus of the student and that of an HEI. As more students ‘choose’ to live at home, the traditional norm that student life incorporates a break from the family home must be questioned, as must the perception that moving away from home is of higher value.

Contrasting the experiences of local and non-local students 

For this paper we have decided to focus on the narratives of three students in particular, contrasting their experiences to highlight key issues emerging from the research. All three students are aged 18-19 and have entered university straight from completing A level courses at FE college. Joanne and Kerry both come from a working class background and currently live with their parents. Staffordshire University is their local university. Emma is from a middle class family and has moved away from her family home into university halls of residence.

· The decision making process

The influence of class was clearly evident in our research in terms of when the students had decided to go on to higher education and their reasons for doing so. Emma had a ‘normal biography’ – linear, anticipated, predictable, unreflexive. She had decided early on at school that if she did A levels she would continue into HE. In contrast Joanne and Kerry had ‘choice biographies’, where tension exists between option/freedom and legitimation/coercion: ‘I didn’t want to go at first. They all said you’ve got to go to university, but I wasn’t really bothered, and you’re forced to apply and I’m here’ (Joanne).

Emma's parents had both gone into HE and had also moved away to do so. All her friends were going away to university and she had received lots of advice during college. She said there was a general expectation that they would all go on to university. For her university ‘just seemed the next step’. She was keen to move away ‘Not to break away but to find my own feet’, to have the experience of living away from home, doing things for herself and just the general independence. Emma lives in halls and thinks that living in is the best way to get to know other students because it’s a ‘sink or swim type situation’. As she recalls ‘I wanted the experience of being away from home. If you commute you miss half … half of the stuff doesn’t go on in lectures it’s when you go out or when you’re making your tea in the kitchen you just get to know people. I think people miss out sometimes when they commute. I know financial reasons, people have to but if you had the opportunity I think it’s better to stay away’. 

For all three students Staffordshire University had been their first choice institution. Emma talked primarily about the importance and suitability of the course: that the course entry requirements matched her predicted grades. For Joanne the course was important too, but finance was also an issue: ‘I don’t want to go into debt by moving away’. Kerry, due to personal reasons, had left it very late to apply but was keen to stay living at home anyway, not just for financial reasons but because she enjoyed living at home and had caring responsibilities: ‘I’ve got my granddad anyway, so there’s no chance I’d be able to – mum and dad work full-time.’ Both Kerry and Joanne felt that their part-time employment had influenced their decision to study locally: ‘I didn’t want to leave my job because of the friends and the people I work with’ (Kerry). Our findings reinforce the claim that more privileged students are working with criteria that they have chosen in order to decide about HE. Other students are dealing with externally imposed criteria which restrict their choices.

· The first few weeks: differences in the settling in process

The importance of the first year in terms of student retention is well documented. If students are going to withdraw, the majority will do so in this year – even before the end of the first semester. One important influence on student retention is the academic and social match; the more students interact with other students and staff, the more likely they are to persist.  Local students, due to their living arrangements, are more likely to feel marginalised and thus occupy a lower position. Our research raises some issues of concern for local students, and stresses the need for institutions to develop ways to enable local students to develop friendships and social networks. 

Joanne and Kerry both felt they had settled into university and made friends despite not living with other students. However both felt that initially this had not been easy, ‘I think it’s been a bit difficult at first the people who are living in halls, they all made friends a couple of weeks before so they’ve all got …. So you’re sitting in class and everyone knows each other and you’re a bit ooh!’. Group work early on in their courses had helped them both to get to know people and made them realise that many other students were also from the local area.

However, despite saying that they had made lots of friends, neither Joanne or Kerry had taken part in the social side of university life. Speaking to them six months in to their first year Joanne admitted ‘I’ve never been to the Union at night – that’s really bad isn’t it?’ She put this down to working four nights a week and also playing netball for a local team. Similarly Kerry has other commitments. She works most nights too and goes out a lot with the friends she has grown up with, none of whom have continued into higher education. Asked if they had joined any clubs or societies, Joanne replied ‘I think the day we had to come in and sort out lessons I think the next day when we didn’t have to come in, I think it was on the next day … it was club day’. For them both university was perceived as somewhere you go to, a bit like a job.  Joanne didn’t feel as though she particularly belonged to the university: ‘Not as much as people who are living in I don’t think. It doesn’t feel like I’m here that much’. Neither of them socialise between lectures; if they have free time between lectures they tend to spend this in the library working.

Emma in comparison feels that making friends and the social activities have been the most enjoyable part of being at university so far and reinforces the idea that having good friendships would be an incentive to stay in higher education. Although she has a large group of friends from both the halls and the course she feels closest to the people she lives with because they spend so much time together. Asked what she was concerned about before arriving, ‘you kind of worry that you’re not going to get on with the people you live with. That’s the main worry’ but ‘We get on really well’. In fact this hasn’t been a problem at all and she has found it ‘quite easy to adjust’ and is ‘surprised how close we have all got so quickly’.  Emma has also joined the Geography society, started yoga, become a student rep and has taken part in university open days. Emma feels that university represents a new start in a way ‘When you come to university you’re just you, when you’re at school people have know you so long, they just know you. … but now you’re here and you’re you and you’re thought of as an individual.’
· The long term impact of studying locally

We were keen to explore with the students what they perceived to be the benefits and limitations of studying locally. Research indicates that students who study locally are less likely to get the best jobs. It has been suggested elsewhere that students who live at home miss the richness of university life and can mature more slowly or find separation more difficult than their peers, apparently they lack the same amount of ‘graduateness’ as those who do move away from home.

Our research to some extent contests this claim. Although it is clear that Emma is developing independence and confidence by taking part in extra-curricular activities, Kerry and Joanne are also developing these skills, albeit in different ways. Both Kerry and Joanne carry out significant amounts of part-time work, which they are managing to balance with their studies. Both have taken out student loans and are financially independent. Joanne continues to play netball for a local team one night a week and Kerry fits in caring responsibilities for her elderly relative. 

However it is the traditional experience of Emma which appears to be more highly valued. In her words, ‘when you stay at home you rely on your parents for everything and you’re still seen as a child, now you’re here you know how much it costs to live, ‘cos when you’re at home you have no idea how much basic stuff cost. You appreciate things more’. However, Emma doesn’t work term-time (‘I don’t really know when to fit work in’), and lives in en-suite accommodation paid for by her family. ‘My mum and dad didn’t particularly want me to get a bar job in Hanley, I don’t want to get a taxi back on my own at two in the morning’ ‘Mum and dad send me money for food, if they didn’t I would be grossly in debt but I’m lucky they can support me in that way.’ . She does work during some vacations but money isn’t ‘desperate’, ‘people get jobs in the summer just because you want that pair of jeans or something’.   

Conclusion

In this paper we have explored the differences in experience between local and non-local students during their first year in HE. At a time when local HE choice is increasingly the norm for under-represented groups recognising and understanding their experience is essential to enable HEIs to best support all students and prevent student drop-out. Our research demonstrates that the choice making of the middle class and working class students are very different, and the higher educations they confront and anticipate are different and separate.  Some of the emerging issues are:

· EIs need to do more to recognise and meet the diverse needs of their students. Local students need to be recognised as a group with specific needs. 
· The increase in local students is having a significant financial impact on Students’ Unions. However Students’ Unions should be responding to student diversity itself, not simply responding to funding issues. More research is needed on how Students’ Unions can best support local students.
· Group work was raised by all students as a good way of making friends and developing social networks. The importance of teaching and learning should be further explored in relation to the integration of local students.
Full paper available at www.staffs.ac.uk/access-studies - there is link at the bottom of the front page.
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