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Why BTECs?

• 1987 white paper “Higher Education: Meeting the Challenge” (DES 

1987)

• Purpose of alternative qualifications

1) Ensure economic growth within Britain through development of  

appropriately skilled workforce 

2) Promote access to higher education for all who were capable of higher 

study and would benefit from it regardless of their background 

(Dearing,1997). 

• Concern- Do learners accessing higher education with non-traditional 

qualifications perform as well as their peers with traditional 

qualifications once they have commenced their studies? (Hatt & Baxter, 

2003; Bowden, Abhayawansa & Bahtsevanoglou, 2015).



Case study- University of Liverpool School of Life 

Sciences 

• 14 UG degree programmes offered- all accept students with BTEC 

National Diploma in Applied Science (DDD 120 level 3 credits distinction)

• Research conducted by staff within the School of Life Sciences using 

student data between 2012 and 2015

• Statistically significant differences in grade attainment between students 

entering with Access and International Qualifications and their traditional 

A level counterparts; largest discrepancy in attainment between students 

entering with A level qualifications and students entering with BTEC 

qualifications (Bates & Wilkinson, n.d.). 

• Demographic data demonstrates that many of those entering with BTEC 

qualifications are from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds 

(Bates & Wilkinson, n.d. ). 

• More students from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds 

undertake vocational qualifications due to perceived instrumentality of 

vocational qualifications and lack of cultural and social capital (Metcalf, 

1997; Payne, 2001; Forsyth and Furlong, 2000; Bowers Brown, 2006). 



Policy innovations

• New government targets are in place to double the amount of non-

traditional learners accessing higher education by 2020 (BIS, 2016). 

• However recent policy changes (BIS, 2015; BIS 2016) have highlighted 

that more emphasis now needs to be placed on supporting non-

traditional learners to successfully complete their studies and go on to 

graduate employment.



Proposed Study
Aims of Study

To gain an understanding of how students with non- traditional entry qualifications and 

potentially disadvantaged socio-economic status experience the transition to higher education 

academically, socially and pastorally with a view to identifying recommendations to improve their 

student experience and attainment. 

Methods

Two semi structured interviews -6/ 8 students entering programme with BTEC qualifications

First interview at start of their studies to gain an understanding of their expectations and 

concerns 

Second interview approximately 3 months later after first assessment point  to explore their 

actual early experiences of higher education and the transition period. 

Results 

Used to develop recommendations to improve transition experiences of all students starting a 

degree in Life Sciences at the University of Liverpool with a BTEC qualification.

Recommendations will also be shared with other Schools and Faculties. 

Conference presentations and journal article to share findings more widely



Lessons from Scholars Scheme

University run a post 16 scholars scheme for Year 12 students from:

• Outreach Partner schools/ colleges in Greater Merseyside

• Low participation neighbourhoods 

• With parents who have not attended University

Successful completion of course results in reduced offer of up to two 

grades (A level/ BTEC) and guaranteed conditional offer

Course consists of application guidance masterclasses, lectures and 

academic key skills workshops. Students must write a short essay which 

they receive feedback on.



Lessons from Scholars Scheme 

“I felt so proud of myself, I didn't know if I was academically up to the 

challenge of university because I had no idea what to expect. When I 

found out I had been accepted on the programme I felt that if the 

Scholars team thought I was up to the challenge then I must be.”

Scholar Student, quote from O’Brien, 2015 evaluation  

• Scholars students stated the most important part of the programme for 

them was understanding the expectations of University and building a 

relationship with the University (O’Brien, 2015)

• Over 50% of attendees to scholars scheme become UoL students 

(O’Brien, 2015)

Should we do something similar for all BTEC students prior to 

commencement of studies to help prepare them for the transition?


