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Abstract
Pre-university (foundation or Level 3) study
attracts significant student numbers annually,
but approximately 10% of successful Level 3
students do not progress into their university
degrees. This project aimed to identify the
experiences of current and previous Level 3
students, using questionnaires and focus
groups to explore differences by gender,
ethnicity and intention to study. One hundred
and two current and 56 previous level 3
students participated. Those who felt part of
the university were significantly more likely to
agree that the foundation course met their
expectations.
Personal
support
from
academic staff, was highly ranked by students
in all year groups, peaking in the final year.
Despite considerable student diversity, the
foundation year met expectations. However
this was significantly lower for Black students
compared with other ethnicities, which needs
further exploration. Fostering ‘belonging’ to
university is important for foundation year
students to improve retention rates into their
degree courses.

Introduction
The Extended degree, in which students take
an additional foundation year (Level 3) at
Kingston College, is an important part of the
recruitment effort at Kingston University. It
attracts large numbers of mature and Black
and minority ethnic (BME) applicants
annually. However approximately 10% of

eligible Level 3 students who successfully
complete the foundation year do not progress
into Level 4 at the university. It is recognised
that starting at university is a time of transition
(Jindal-Snape, 2010), and how students
adjust to this impacts upon the rest of their
university experience (Strayhorn, 2012;
Ramsay et al, 2005) as well as future
achievements (Hultberg et al, 2008). Coping
with change can be difficult (Jackson, 2010),
especially if it is not what was expected or
anticipated (Denovan & Macaskill, 2013;
Maunder et al, 2013). Social, academic,
financial and environmental challenges have
been described (Cheng et al, 2015a), some or
all of which may be experienced by
individuals. Students need to be prepared to
negotiate their place and find their voices
within this new learning community (Price et
al, 2011). Extended degrees tend to attract
students from non-traditional backgrounds
(Gill, 2019), as part of a national widening
participation background. Adjusting to higher
education may be more difficult for nontraditional students (Reay, 2008; Crossan et
al, 2003; O’Donnell & Tobbell, 2007; Reay et
al, 2010) including students who are first
generation to higher education (Waite, 2013;
Wainwright & Marandet, 2010; O’Shea, 2015,
2016), mature students (Reay, 2008) and
those who commute (Southall et al, 2016). It
follows that supporting them through this
transition is important. Now is a time of acute
pressures within the higher education sector,
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and successful recruitment and retention of
students is a key issue for institutions. The
foundation year acts as a bridge between
school
and
university,
and
may
simultaneously represent a safe environment
for students (with the structured support of
college (Frame et al, 2006)), and a
disappointment (that it is not university
proper). This may be more acute if the student
did not make a decision themselves to take
the extended degree; rather their examination
results,
previous
subject
choices
or
experience to date required them to take the
foundation year beforehand. The foundation
year experience represents a useful lens
through which to explore the nature of
transition from the student perspective.
Transition has been described as ‘the
capability to navigate change’ (Gale & Parker,
2014), conceptualised within higher education
as induction, development and becoming
(Gale & Parker, 2014; O’Donnell et al, 2016).
Different models of transition are described in
the literature (Cheng et al, 2015a), but they all
involve different phases students must
negotiate in order to successfully adapt to
higher
education.
Transition
is
now
recognised as not solely occurring in the first
year of university life but throughout students’
time of study (Tobolowsky et al, 2008;
Maunder et al, 2013). If it is accepted that
transition is an ongoing process then it is
likely that adjustment of both levels and types
of support available to students will be
required, depending on their needs at that
time (Jindal-Snape, 2010; Cheng et al,
2015a). Ensuring that students are aware of
and can access suitable support is also
required (Tett et al, 2017). In this project we
aimed
to
explore
the
experience,
expectations, hopes and fears of foundation
students from two perspectives; those of
current Level 3 students, in addition to a
retrospective view from previous foundation
students now in Levels 4, 5 and 6 at Kingston
university. Although we explored a particular
group of students, many universities now
accredit courses and degrees housed
elsewhere. Issues identified in this project
therefore have wider applicability.

Methods
This project was a staff: student collaborative
project for which ethics approval was granted

by the Kingston University Centre for Higher
Education Research and Practice Research
Ethics Committee.
Data sources
Quantitative
data
was
collected
by
questionnaire. Two were developed, one each
for current and previous Level 3 students.
Both questionnaires
Questions common to both questionnaires
included the student journey into Level 3,
whether or not they had intended to do a
foundation degree and whether it was their
idea or that of an academic. Demographic
data collected included age, gender, ethnicity,
marital status, educational background (e.g.
A levels, Access course, BTEC vocational
qualifications), and whether the student was
the first member of their family to attend
university.
Questionnaire for current Level 3 students
Five point Likert rating scales (from ‘strongly
agree’ to strongly disagree’) were used to
ascertain level of agreement with the
accuracy of course description, whether the
induction helped students to integrate into
their course, whether or not the course met
their expectations, perceived relevance of the
foundation course content to the degree
programme and perceived adequacy of
subject-specific support. Whether students
were glad to be taking the foundation year,
whether they felt part of the college and/or the
university, current confidence levels and
anticipated confidence levels about entering
Level 4 were also collected using five point
Likert rating scales (from ‘completely
confident’ to ‘completely unconfident’). Open
text boxes within the questionnaires were
used to collect additional comments relating to
the induction, feelings of belonging to the
college and/or the university, and confidence
about Level 4 study. A final text box allowed
respondents to add any further comments
they had.
Questionnaires for previous Level 3
students (now at Levels 4, 5 and 6)
Thinking back to their experience of transition
from Level 3, students were asked to rate
different types of support in order of
importance (from 1 to 7, with 1 being most
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and 7 being least important). Types of support
specified included library, I.T., support from
personal tutors, office hours or individual
academics, university academic support (e.g.
study support) and other university support
(e.g. counselling).
Five point Likert rating scales were used to
ascertain level of agreement with a series of
statements relating to workload, support with
transition, whether the foundation course was
useful preparation for Level 4, whether the
content of Level 3 had helped with their
degree studies, whether they would
recommend foundation year to other students,
whether they enjoyed the foundation year and
whether they were glad they took this route
into university. In addition they were asked to
rate the extent to which they agreed that they
felt part of Kingston University, and part of
Kingston College. Retrospective confidence
levels about moving from Level 3 to Level 4
were gathered using a five point Likert rating
scale (from ‘completely unconfident’ to
‘completely confident’). Qualitative data was
collected using open boxes for students to
record additional support they had found
useful, what would have helped them to feel
more confident and text boxes to further
explain their answers to Likert rating scale
questions.
Questionnaire distribution
Questionnaires for current Level 3 students
were distributed face-to-face by prior
arrangement with the college, at specific
sessions with large numbers of registered
students. A participant information sheet and
short verbal introduction was given before
questionnaires
were
distributed
and
completed immediately. All sessions included
at least one staff partner and most included a
student
partner.
Completion
of
the
questionnaire took approximately 10 minutes.
Questionnaires for Levels 4, 5 and 6 students
were distributed via university email
addresses with personalised invitations to
participate which included a link to the survey.
This approach was used in order to avoid
foundation degree students feeling singled out
within large modules, affording them privacy
in deciding whether or not to participate.

However as a result participation rates among
eligible students were disappointingly low.
Focus groups
Students at all levels who indicated
willingness to participate in focus groups were
contacted via university or college emails they
supplied. A short focus group guide was
developed and all sessions were facilitated by
two student partners; discussions were audio
recorded.
Data analysis
Level 3 questionnaire data were coded and
entered into an Excel spreadsheet. As no
individual identifiable data was collected, data
within the spreadsheet was anonymous.
Email addresses of those who wished to
participate in focus groups were used only to
organise focus group sessions and removed
thereafter. Anonymous questionnaire data
from the online surveys for Level 4, 5 and 6
students was downloaded verbatim into
separate spreadsheets by level.
Descriptive statistics of the sample were taken
by year of study. Data were analysed by age,
gender and ethnicity to determine whether
these
factors
influenced
participant
responses. As data were non-parametric, chisquare tests were used to identify differences
in responses between groups. A significance
level of p<0.05 was used in all tests. For
support sources rated 1-7 by Level 4, 5 and 6
students, the mean ratings were calculated.
The lower the score, the more highly rated a
support source was (since 1=most and
7=least important).

Results
Participants
Study participants were limited to current
Level 3 students (𝑛=102 respondents) at
Kingston College, as well as previous Level 3
students now in Level 4 (𝑛=10 respondents),
Level 5 (𝑛=18 respondents) and Level 6
(n=28 respondents) at Kingston University.
These response rates represented 37.4%,
4.7%, 7.8% and 19.6% (Levels 3-6) of eligible
students respectively. Two focus groups were
held. No secondary data were used.
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Level 3

Level 6

Faculty data
for 2019-20

6 (33)
12 (67)
0 (0)
0 (0)
18 (100)

20 (71)
7 (25)
1 (4)
0 (0)
28 (100)

61.7%
38.0%
0.0%
0.3%
100%

7 (70)
4 (22)
2 (20)
13 (72)
1 (10)
1 (6)
10 (100)
18 (100)
Ethnicity
1 (10)
9 (50)
2 (20)
2 (11)
4 (40)
3 (17)
0 (0)
3 (17)
3 (30)
1 (5)
10 (100)
18 (100)

0 (0)
27 (96)
1 (4)
28 (100)

49.7%
50.3%
0.0%
100%

15 (54)
5 (18)
4 (14)
1 (4)
3 (11)
28 (100)

27.6%
16.6%
40.8%
13.7%
1.3%
100%

Level 4

Level 5

Gender
Males
Females
PNS*
Other
Total

46 (45)
51 (50)
4 (4)
1 (1)
102 (100)

3 (30)
5 (50)
2 (20)
0 (0)
10 (100)
Age

<21 years
≥21 years
PNS*
Total

67 (66)
20 (20)
15 (14)
102 (100)

White
Black
Asian
Mixed
PNS*
Total

27 (26)
19 (19)
35 (34)
8 (8)
13 (13)
102 (100)

Table 1: Demographics of study participants expressed as numbers (%). *PNS = prefer
not to say.
Demographic data is shown in Table 1. The
study population was ethnically diverse; 61%,
60%, 45% and 36% respectively of Level 3, 4,
5 and 6 respondents being from Black and
minority ethnic groups (BME). At Levels 3 and
4 approximately two thirds of respondents
were aged <21 years; the majority of
respondents at Levels 5 and 6 were ≥21
years. There were more females than males
in all groups with the exception of Level 6.
Compared with the demographic breakdown
for the Faculty as a whole, the study included
a slightly higher representation of females
(47% vs. 38%), White (33% vs. 27.6%), and
Black students (18% vs. 16.6%). By contrast,
there was a lower representation of Asian
(29% vs. 40.8%) and mixed race students
(7.6% vs. 13.7%). The proportion of younger
& older students who participated was similar
to that seen in the Faculty.
Male and female students at Level 3 had
entered foundation through similar routes; the
majority via A Levels (69% females and 46%
males) or BTEC programmes (18% females
and 33% males respectively).

Level 3 responses
Age
Age-related differences in perceived accuracy
of induction were seen; students aged ≥21
years were significantly more likely to agree or
strongly agree that the course was accurately
described to them than those aged <21 years
(𝜒 2 (df 5) 15.2, 𝑝=0.009). Younger students
were significantly more likely to feel glad that
they had taken the foundation year compared
with older students (𝜒 2 (df 5) 11.8, 𝑝=0.04).
Those <21 years were significantly more likely
to have taken A levels and access courses
than those aged ≥ 21 years (𝜒 2 (df 6) 14.5,
𝑝=0.006). No other differences by age were
seen.
Gender
Statistically more females than males were
aged <21 years (𝜒 2 (df 4) 18.6, 𝑝=0.001),
single (𝜒 2 (df 6) 29.2, 𝑝=0.0001) or Black (𝜒 2
(df 8) 22.2, 𝑝=0.005).
Significantly more females than males were
first in their families to attend university (39%
versus 24% respectively; 𝜒 2 (df 6) 29.7,
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𝑝=0.000). More females than males
expressed confidence now about going into
Level 4 (𝜒 2 (df 10) 26.7, 𝑝=0.003).
Ethnicity
Significantly more White and Asian students
agreed that the foundation year was meeting
their expectations, compared with other
ethnicities (𝜒 2 (df 20) 44.7, 𝑝=0.001).
Although there were no significant differences
in current confidence levels by ethnicity,
significantly more Asian students expected
they would feel confident or highly confident
about entering Level 4 after completing the
foundation year, compared with other ethnic
groups (𝜒 2 (df 20) 41.2, 𝑝=0.004).
There were no differences by ethnicity with
levels of agreement that the course had been
accurately described on application or in
clearing. However, a greater proportion of
Black students (37%) disagreed or strongly
disagreed that the course description was
accurate compared with white (15%), mixed
(12.5%) and Asian students (29%). Mixed and
Black students had lowest levels of
agreement that the induction helped them to
feel comfortable and integrated into their
course; 12.5% and 16% respectively
disagreed or strongly disagreed. Levels of
satisfaction with induction in Black students
were significantly lower than those in White
and Asian students (𝜒 2 (df 20) 34.9, 𝑝=0.02).
The specific reasons for this are unclear. Of
those black students who were dissatisfied,
the majority were female (73%), single (82%)
and had entered university via A levels (64%).
Only 27% of this group were first in their
family to university. We did not ask about time
or
length
of
commute
or
caring
responsibilities, and it is possible that the
lower levels of satisfaction expressed were
driven by a combination of risks in this group
rather than a single factor. Although this was
a small number of students, differential rates
of satisfaction with induction by ethnicity
would be worth exploring further.
A substantial proportion of students within
each ethnic group were first in their families to
attend university. This was greater for mixed
race and Asian students (50% and 43% first
to university respectively, 𝑝=0.05).

Intention to take the foundation year
Overall, 40% of all foundation students had
intentionally applied for the extended degree.
Whether or not students intended to take the
foundation route did not impact upon their
confidence about entering Level 4 (𝜒 2 (df 5)
2.16, 𝑝=0.71) or whether the course met their
expectations (𝜒 2 (df 5) 6.10, 𝑝=0.19).
Intending to take the foundation year did not
impact on whether students felt part of the
university (𝜒 2 (df 5) 3.77, 𝑝=0.44) or the
college (𝜒 2 (df 4) 1.95, 𝑝=0.75)
‘Belongingness’
Data were examined to see whether feeling
part of the university and/or the college made
a difference to experiences and perceptions of
Level 3 students. The most important findings
were that students were more likely to agree
or strongly agree that the foundation course
met their expectations if they also agreed or
strongly agreed that they felt part of the
university (𝜒 2 (df 9) 26.6, 𝑝=0.002).
By contrast, there was no relationship
between feeling part of the college and
whether
the
foundation
course
met
expectations (𝜒 2 (df 6) 12.00, 𝑝=0.06). In
terms of confidence about Level 4, the only
relationship
which
reached
statistical
significance was that between feeling part of
the university, and anticipated levels of
confidence about entering Level 4 later (𝜒 2
(df 9) 26.1, 𝑝=0.002). Although overall
expected confidence levels were high whether
or not students felt part of the university, those
who did not were more likely to be less
confident or ambivalent about their confidence
levels.
Level 4, 5 and 6 students
Preferred sources of support differed
depending on the level of study (Table 2). For
Level 4 students both academic skills
acquisition and personal support were
highlighted, with most importance given to
personal tutors, academic support e.g.
academic skills development and academic
office hours. Similarly for Level 5 students
personal support was important (personal
tutors and individual academics rating
highest), as well as support from the library. In
Level 6, personal support was most highly
rated; the most important sources of support
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Support

Level 4

Level 5

Level 6

Library

4.43±2.30

3.33±1.40

3.47±1.63

I.T

4.44±2.07

5.13±1.82

4.00±2.04

Personal tutor

3.25±1.39

3.13±1.63

3.31±2.15

Office hours

3.75±2.12

3.56±1.98

4.00±1.79

Individual academics

4.44±2.01

3.33±1.91

2.42±1.70

Academic study support

3.33±1.75

4.63±2.06

4.73±1.60

Other university support
e.g. counselling

5.63±1.85

4.89±2.11

4.93±2.02

Table 2: Importance of different sources of support rated by previous foundation
students currently studying in Levels 4, 5 and 6 (expressed as means ±SD); each
source rated from 1-7 where 1 is most and 7 is least important).
identified were individual academics, personal
tutors and finally support from the library.

helped them
(𝑝=0.13).

This suggests that support needs change as
students’ progress through their learning
journey, but individual personal support
remains a constant source of help and
appears to assume greater importance as
study progresses. Scores for individual
academics indicated that their support
increased in importance from Level 4 to Level
5, peaking in Level 6, where relationships are
likely to be 1:1 due to project supervision.
Between Levels 4 and 6 however the score
for formal academic support (e.g. study skills)
declined, perhaps suggesting that students
had already gained those skills and required
different support.

Qualitative data
No Level 3 students responded to the
invitation to attend focus groups. Additional
comments within the questionnaire were the
only source of qualitative information available
from the group. These showed that students
felt a greater sense of belonging to the college
than the university mostly due to the
geographical location of the foundation year
on a different campus; but some also
perceived that the university did not make
much of an effort to welcome them.
Comments about the induction mostly related
to confusion about some aspects of the
foundation year; what subjects would be
taken, where the year was held and how it
related to the university. Confidence levels
relating to Level 4 study were generally but
not universally high, suggesting that some
students need additional support with
transition. Focus group data were limited to
two focus groups, held with Level 4, 5 and 6
students (𝑛=6). Although limited, focus group
themes aligned with the qualitative data
collected from the questionnaires. Focus
group participants did not feel a strong sense
of belonging to the university and the
geographical location of the foundation year in
a sister college rather than at the university
itself contributed to this. Focus group
participants also felt that the provision of
activities which would have allowed them to
meet previous foundation students now
studying at the university would have helped

No differences in confidence about entering
Level 4 from Level 3 were seen between
males and females at any level of study
(𝑝=0.24). No significant differences were seen
in response to perceptions of receiving
appropriate support transitioning from Level 3
to Level 4 (𝑝=0.12). There were no significant
differences between Level 4, 5 or 6 students
in whether or not they felt part of the university
(𝑝=0.72), or the college (𝑝=0.13). There were
no significant differences between those
students who had intended to take a
foundation year compared with those who did
not, for appropriateness of the foundation
course content (𝑝=0.08), perception of
transition support received (𝑝=0.39), or
agreement that the content covered at Level 3

with

their

degree

studies
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them feel that they belonged. This is a
possible strategy that could be used to ensure
that students attending accredited degrees at
other institutions, or completing a university
foundation year hosted at another institution
feel included and part of their university. The
majority agreed that what they studied in the
foundation year was appropriate. Qualitative
data were previously reported in depth
(Goldring et al, 2018).

Discussion
Overall, the main findings of this project
related to current Level 3 students since they
were the largest group. The majority of these
students were satisfied with the foundation
year. This is impressive given the
considerable heterogeneity among foundation
degree students in this study. Such
heterogeneity is in line with the widening
participation focus now common in higher
education (Crabtree & Roberts, 2007), but
presents challenges for both individuals and
institutions (Gonsalves et al, 2011). Although
in this study most participants had entered the
foundation year via traditional A levels, many
were first in their families to attend higher
education (32%), mature (39%) or BME
students (54%), similarly to other studies (Gill,
2019). The literature identifies these as
groups for whom transition to higher
education is likely to pose more challenges
(Bathmaker & Thomas, 2009; Clayton et al,
2009). There are several reasons why this
might be the case. Mature students may have
less of a sense of authentic belonging within
higher education due to the difficulty of
managing multiple commitments (Christie et
al, 2005). BME students may feel alienated if
they live at home while studying, and often
studying in a social culture in which alcohol
consumption is the norm (Stevenson, 2012;
Singh, 2009). Those who are first in their
families to attend university may lack the
cultural capital to deal with higher educational
issues
(Vryonides,
2007).
Student
expectations of higher education will be
shaped in part by their previous life
experiences (Maunder et al, 2013; Busher et
al, 2014). Within our study, 43% of
participants had not entered university via the
traditional A levels route. Thus in many
potentially important respects they were a
diverse group, which poses challenges in

terms of support. The most important issues
identified in this study included a sense of
belonging at the university, differing support
needs and lower levels of satisfaction with
induction among Black students, which will be
discussed in turn.
Belonging
It appears from this study that the university is
failing to foster a sense of belonging among
many foundation students, due in part to the
geographical location of the first year in a
neighbouring college. Housing foundation
year studies in sister colleges is not unusual
in higher education, but similar issues may
arise in programmes housed across different
campuses of the university, or courses
accredited by universities but located in
affiliated institutions. The issues identified are
not unique to this institution or this instance of
course provision. Our finding that students
who felt part of the university, rather than
solely the college, were also more likely to
agree that the foundation year met their
expectations demonstrates the importance of
this first transition year. Approximately 10% of
foundation year students leave after the
foundation year, an important loss to the
institution as well as the individuals
concerned. Exploring possible reasons for this
is important.
Where students feel more connected to the
institution, staff and their peers, managing
transitions is easier (Tett et al, 2017; Gibson
et al, 2018), and an association between a
sense of belonging and student retention has
been shown (Hausmann et al, 2007; Hoffman
et al, 2002). This study did not find a link
between feeling part of the college and
agreement that the foundation course met
expectations. However, students who felt part
of the university were significantly more likely
to agree or strongly agree that the course met
their expectations. This may reflect the fact
that foundation students are registered to a
university degree, although their first year is
spent at the neighbouring college. It does
highlight the importance of ensuring that
foundation students feel welcome and
integrated within the university, not just the
college. This was not always the case, mostly
because of the geographical location of the
first year (Goldring et al, 2018). Those who
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did comment that they felt either at home at
the university or at home both in the college
and university, tended to be those who had
engaged with extracurricular opportunities
such as societies and clubs (Goldring et al,
2018). Whilst these are clearly helpful in
managing transition, they should not be relied
on. The most helpful engagement activities
are those with an overt academic purpose
hosted within the academic framework
(Thomas, 2012), with social activities
complementing but not replacing them (Tinto,
1993), since not all students will take part in
social activities. Students most likely to
struggle with transition (e.g. mature and/or
BME students) may be least likely to avail of
social activities for a variety of reasons
including other commitments (Christie et al,
2005; O’Donnell & Tobell, 2007) and an
alcohol-centric student environment which
may be at odds with their personal, religious
or cultural identity (Singh, 2009; Stevenson,
2012). Integrating induction into the academic
offer ensures that all students can benefit
from it (Thomas, 2012), but how may this be
achieved in practice? Building relationships
with staff is key: it is an integral part of helping
students develop a sense of belonging and
identity within higher education (Zepke &
Leach, 2010; Briggs et al, 2012; Thomas,
2012; Cheng et al, 2015a; Tett et al, 2017;
Breeze et al, 2018). Early contact with staff
and small group work have been shown to aid
transition (Brooman & Darwent, 2014), as has
fostering positive relationships with peers and
staff (Tett et al, 2017). This requires time,
commitment and institutional support, and
needs to occur on an ongoing basis (Thomas,
2012).
Support
In this study, support needs valued by
students altered by year of study, which may
reflect the ongoing nature of transition
(Maunder et al, 2013; Tett et al, 2017).
Different skills may be required at different
transition points into and within higher
education (Cheng et al, 2015b). In this study,
personal support was identified by previous
Level 3 students as important, and its
importance increased throughout
their
university life (Table 2).
The role of
academics and teaching in enhancing student
engagement is well recognised in the

literature (Kuh et al, 2006; Zepke & Leach,
2010), and personal relationships with
academics are an important facet of how
students perceive quality in higher education
(Dicker et al, 2018). The finding in the current
study that personal support from individual
academics and personal tutors as well as via
academic office hours is highly valued by
students suggests that attention to induction
and successful transition is important not just
for student retention but may also influence
their view of whether or not they consider their
higher education experience to be of high
quality. Similarly to other work (Zepke &
Leach, 2010; Thomas, 2012), this study also
identified the importance of other support
services (e.g. the library). Others have shown
that students recognise the need to become
independent learners but may have concerns
about how to achieve this (Leese, 2010), or
lack support in doing so (Pennington et al,
2018). Since many students on foundation
degrees are non-traditional, they may be more
accustomed to vocational style assessments,
so their skills, experience and expectations
are likely to be very different from traditional A
level students (Gill, 2017). Skills acquisition
and academic support in developing these
skills as well as peer support have been
shown to help students develop confidence in
their own abilities as learners (James et al,
2015), and are identified as key transition
skills. Mature students value support to help
them develop as independent learners,
collaborative working with other students and
respect from their tutors (Busher et al, 2015).
Fostering a sense of belonging within the
institution, aligned with academic and social
engagement is key to helping students
engage in higher education (Thomas, 2012).
Academic staff can help to address the need
for support and to foster belonging in this
group, and involving university staff from the
accrediting institution in delivering teaching
students on the foundation year may help
(Gill, 2019).
A mixture of emotions related to foundation
year was apparent amongst Level 3 students,
reflecting the complex nature of transition to
higher education (Cheng et al, 2015a). Some
of these were specific to mature students,
who felt out of place in the college (where the
student body is largely young in age). Early
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contact with mature students has been shown
to help reduce their fears about returning to
study particularly at HE level (Burton et al,
2011). Student expectations of university in
the UK include directed and non-directed
time, support and relationships with staff and
peers (Money et al, 2017). A mismatch of
expectations is more likely to lead to lack of
integration with a possible impact upon
retention and progression (Laing et al, 2005;
Bates & Kaye, 2014). Those with more
accurate expectations tend to have a better
transition (Denovan & Macaskill, 2013;
Maunder et al, 2013; Cole, 2017). However a
strong perception of a lack of clarity about the
nuts and bolts of the foundation year was also
expressed in this study (e.g. modules to be
undertaken, location of the teaching), which is
likely to have contributed to student
dissatisfaction. Although this information was
made available to applicants, the finding
suggests that information given was not
necessarily acknowledged or remembered.
Dissatisfaction with the clarity of information
about the foundation year was most acute in
Black students and although numbers were
low, this needs further exploration. How, as
well as what and when, information is given, is
likely to impact upon whether it is
remembered and accessed. Our induction to
higher education, similar to others (Laing et al,
2005), is very information-focused, and
decisions about what information should be
given, in what format and when in order to
maximise usefulness to students is worth
considering. Possible interventions preinduction include information provision which
will help students to make informed decisions
(Thomas, 2011). This may help manage
expectations and lessen the chance of a
mismatch between what is expected and what
actually occurs, which can lead to student
withdrawal (Bowles et al, 2011). Clearly a
substantial number of Level 3 respondents did
not understand why they were required to
take specific modules, and this translated into
a negative view about the entire course.
Attention to induction as a whole matters;
university induction is often presented as an
initial one-off week at the beginning of the first
term (which was the case here). Transition is
a dynamic process which will continue
throughout students’ education, but is likely to
be most acute in the early days of university

(Christie et al, 2016). It should be recognised
as a process which is part of a wider transition
to higher education and continues over the
whole of the first year and beyond (Tett et al,
2017; Bowles et al, 2014; Holdsworth, 2006;
Reay, 2002), and integrated within the
academic framework to benefit all students.
Our findings suggest that where foundation
courses are housed outside of the university,
care and attention to ensuring that foundation
students are integrated into the university is
needed. Surprisingly, whether or not students
had intended to take the foundation year had
no impact on their satisfaction with the
programme, induction, or support given.
This study is not without limitations. Although
over a third of eligible students in foundation
year participated, numbers in other year
groups (especially levels 4 and 5) were low.
This is likely to be due to the method of data
collection used, chosen for pragmatic
reasons. A fifth of eligible final year students
participated, perhaps because with the benefit
of hindsight they could understand the issues
relating to transition in their experience. Focus
group participation was also low, although this
was somewhat mitigated by qualitative
comments included within the questionnaire.

Conclusion
Despite considerable heterogeneity within the
group, most current foundation students in
this study were satisfied with the foundation
year. Black students were less satisfied with
the induction, accuracy of course description
and were less likely to feel that the foundation
year was meeting their expectations. This
requires further exploration. For all students, it
is essential that there is clarity about what is
involved in the programme, especially if it is
delivered off the university site.
A sense of belonging to the university appears
to be important in whether or not students feel
the course has met their expectations, and in
this study, many students did not feel part of
the university. Fostering a sense of belonging
throughout the transition to higher education
by facilitating the development of relationships
with each other and academic staff is
recommended. Ideally this should be
integrated within the academic framework to
increase accessibility. A clear role for
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academic staff in fostering a sense of
belonging and helping to equip students with
academic skills was seen. This was important
at all stages of university life, but increased in
importance as students progressed.
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