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Abstract

In 1998 the University of Southampton decided to set up a separate faculty tasked with producing courses that would enable it to widen participation in its degree programmes. It was formed out of its Department of Adult Continuing Education and an associated college. This paper examines the design and implementation of a new degree course in IT, how it met the needs, analyses relevant cohort data, and comments on its success.
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1. Introduction

Towards the end of the 1990’s, the University of Southampton determined to further improve its breadth of recruitment across the potential range of applicants. In order to do this, a new faculty was established, created out of a previously associated college and the University’s own Department of Adult Continuing Education (DACE). The faculty was located on its own campus and both faculty and campus were called “New College”. Bob Fryer was recruited as Head of Faculty, and several new staff were appointed to join those in the existing departments.
The Mission Statement was
“New College shares the University’s commitment to quality in teaching, learning, scholarship and research. The College offers higher education to a wider spectrum of society by:
· Building innovative programmes based on student need
· Serving Southampton and the region
· Working in partnerships
· Creating a distinctive reputation for quality and service to students
· Leading the development of lifelong learning.
Having established the new faculty, the next task was to rationalise the course portfolio in a way that significantly widened participation in the university’s courses. From the mission statement, it can be seen that the following were deemed to be important criteria.

· There should be an emphasis on part-time delivery

Permission to make digital or hard copies of all or part of this work for personal or classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are not made or distributed for profit or commercial advantage and that copies bear this notice and the full citation on the first page. To copy otherwise, to republish, to post on servers or to redistribute to lists, requires prior specific permission.

© 2004 HE Academy for Information and Computer Sciences

· This should include evening delivery where possible
· Courses should be delivered in partnership with FE institutions
· A new portfolio of degrees should be designed and offered that focused on vocational skills.

The DACE heritage contributed a healthy and growing set of part-time courses, eight of which could be combined to lead to the award of a Certificate in Higher Education in IT Studies, and a smaller offering at the Intermediate level, leading to the award of a Diploma in Higher Education.
As part of the New College initiative, a degree in Computing was developed which would be part of the new portfolio of vocational degrees, and would complement the existing successful part-time offering. This degree was entitled “Information Technology in Organisations”.

The rest of this paper is a reflection on the structure and development of the IT in Organisations Degree and its achievements in meeting its aims.
2. The DACE Heritage
DACE’s offerings included a very successful part-time course in IT Studies (ITS). It was important to produce a degree programme that complemented the existing part-time provision rather than competed with it.
The Certificate (CertHE) and Diploma (DipHE) in ITS had their origins in university-level adult education, where people from the surrounding community would frequently come and study for interest. A typical student profile would show a strong tendency for students to be older, with a large proportion being retired. Across the faculty, students favoured “personal interest” subjects, with languages, counselling, animal behaviour and IT being the largest recruiters.

IT always had a slightly different student profile from other subjects in adult education, with a typical age being between 25 and 45 years. Students came from a wide range of backgrounds, including mothers staying at home with families, mothers returning to work, those unemployed and seeking a career change, professionals seeking to broaden their IT skill set, and PhD students. ITS always did remarkably well at widening participation, with a figure of 88% WP students given in an early New College survey. That figure was largely due to counting mature students as WP students whatever their background. Later, more detailed surveys confirmed that ITS continued to attract (comparatively) large numbers of white students from disadvantaged backgrounds, students from different ethnic backgrounds, disabled students, and female students.
When a government initiative pressed for part-time courses to become award-bearing, our IT provision moved quickly to respond. It was at this point that the CertHE and DipHE awards in ITS were created. These were flexible, so that students could continue to study the courses they wanted, and accumulate credit at the same time. This would eventually lead to the inevitable tension between the “study what you need when you need it” haphazardness of typical CPD provision, and the coherence and progression required of award-bearing courses. By the time the New College faculty was set up, the award-bearing ITS programme was well established.

The success of ITS in recruiting strongly, including significant numbers of students from a wide range of backgrounds, lay in a number of factors.

2.1 The Programme Co-ordinator
The ITS programme had a co-ordinator who worked long hours, keeping a close check on the many part-time tutors required for such a large undertaking to ensure the highest quality in delivery.

2.2 Student Follow-up

She also followed up students individually to ensure they kept up with the work and didn’t drop out. It was not unknown for students to hand in work six months after the end of a course, and to have it marked and credit awarded as a result of her tenacity.

2.3 Student Care

Students felt they mattered. Disabled students attended courses, even though facilities were initially non-existent. One paraplegic student explained that he had transferred from another institution because we cared enough to try and adapt where we could. The other institution had better facilities, but was not interested in adapting to his specific needs.

2.4 Exploitation of Opportunities

The staff team looked for relevant opportunities to exploit. One government initiative paid course fees for disadvantaged students provided they signed up for at least half a full-time programme in any one year, an opportunity which the team were quick to exploit.
2.5 Provision for Fast-tracking

Part-time students do not usually want to spend many years achieving their goal. If that goal is an award (and many part-time students in IT are not interested in any award, especially if they already have degrees or higher level awards), then a system of Accreditation of Previous Experience and Learning (APEL), and of Advanced Standing (AS) is necessary. A finely developed system was in place for the ex-DACE courses, and both were used. For example, it was not unusual for a mature student, with significant commercial experience, to begin studying at level 2, rather than to commence work at level 1. This was not allowed without an interview with the Programme Co-ordinator. The student’s results on the first couple of units that they took would then be taken as evidence that they were indeed ready for study at the advanced level.
2.6 Content Matched to Student Need

ITS was set up to ensure that the existing match to student needs remained. As a consequence, programming courses were very popular, but they didn’t run as courses in programming per se. Instead, there were units entitled “Programming in C”, “Programming in C++”, Programming in Java”, and “Programming in VB”. This reflected the highly vocational nature of the courses, where students attended because they had a specific need either in their current job, or in order to apply for a job.
This led to the Certificate and Diploma courses consisting of large numbers of course units and significant student choice in what to study to make up their award.

2.7 Flexible Course Structure

The course structure was also flexible. Students could pick and choose which units they wanted to study and count for the awards, within limited constraints. It was possible to include units from other awards, such as languages, for up to 25% of the ITS award, or even to count units from other levels, again up to 25%.
2.8 Lack of Progression Routes

The biggest problem for ITS was that there was no progression from Diploma to a degree at level 3. This was a complex problem: first, there were not enough students to warrant a level 3 award, and secondly, the University was anxious not to be seen awarding a degree in a CPD-style context.
The ITS offering could be summarised as follows. High standards of delivery were maintained, student individuality was accommodated, it was solely part-time, offered in day and evening modes, and was CPD-orientated. It led to the awards of CertHE at level 1 and DipHE at level 2.

It is worth looking at the profile of the 100 FTE cohort in more detail. It consisted of some 800 student enrolments, with the average student taking 1.7 course units, equivalent to just over 20% of a full-time year. About 150 students were registered for the award of CertHE, and only 5 for the award of DipHE. This meant that significant numbers of students were coming to study just one or two units and then leaving. Many students were not interested in the awards or in accumulating credit. It also meant that there was a far more significant problem – there were not enough students interested in continuing beyond level 1 to make the level 2 award viable in the long term. This was a self-defeating situation, where even those who might have been interested became discouraged and left.
The success of ITS lay not in providing awards, but in providing courses that met specific vocational needs.

3. The ITO Development
It was in this context that the IT in Organisations degree (ITO) was conceived. It is our belief that there is a time and place for course development, and that it is difficult to reclaim a missed opportunity. The New College project provided just such an occasion to broaden the course offering in IT.
The design brief was to provide a full-time degree with part-time opportunities, and which was vocationally orientated. It had to attract students who would fulfill our widening participation agenda, and was required to be delivered through Partnership FE institutions as well as locally.

Current thinking in educational research on pedagogy states that learning needs to be situated and authentic, with learners adopting an active and constructive approach. In particular, it builds on the problem-based learning literature [5], constructivism [6], [1], communities of practice [8], situated learning [4], [2], [7] and activity theory [3]. Our pedagogical strategy aimed to create an environment that allowed the different benefits of each of these pedagogical approaches to be made explicit.  In terms of practical principles, IT in Organisations adopted the following concepts.
3.1 Primarily Part-time
Whilst the ITO degree was to fit into a full-time degree initiative, it was considered that fitting part-time students into a full-time structure was always going to be problematic. Conversely, fitting full-time students into a part-time structure could be liberating, allowing full-timers a flexibility that is often missing in degree design, so allowance could be made for students to “Earn and Learn”, see 3.4.
The decision was therefore taken by the course team to consider ITO to be a part-time degree which also admitted full-timers. This worked in the sense that ITO continues to this day to admit substantial numbers of part-time students. From the outset, there were approximately equal numbers of full-time and part-time students measured by FTEs.
3.2 A Full-time “Spine”
Having the ITO degree admit full-time students allowed the development team to address the problem of progression noted above. Since all course units must run every year for the full-time students, they are therefore all available to part-timers providing they can attend.
This solves the problem for part-time day students, but doesn’t help part-time evening students. The initial idea was that sufficient full-time students might be persuaded to study in the evenings to make evening units viable, but this has not happened.
3.3 Partnerships

As may be seen from the Mission Statement, there was senior management pressure to deliver the new degrees additionally through Partnerships. ITO was well set up to respond, since ITS was also delivered through satellite institutions. In the event, ITO was the only degree to implement Partnership delivery, but the links established continue to the present.
3.4 “Earn & Learn”
ITO was being designed at the time when student grants were being replaced by student loans. In practice, many full-time students were having to work in order to fund their studies, yet the typical university degree course model assumes that students have no other demands on their time.

ITO was designed on the assumption that all students would be working part-time. The timetable was therefore arranged so that lectures were delivered in two working days. Students could then arrange their private study time around their other commitments. It has proved possible so far to keep more or less the same timetable from one year to the next, so that students know well ahead of time what lecture commitments to plan their work around.
3.5 Delivery in day and evening

Working from the ITS experience, it was known that there was a part-time market in both the day-time and the evening arenas. It was also understood that these were largely distinct markets, so whilst some part-time day students could switch to studying in the evenings, very few part-time evening students could study during the day.
It was thus possible to combine the part-time day students with the full-timers, so there would generally be one instance of each course unit during the day, and a second run of each unit in the evening. It was hoped that this would add flexibility for the full-time students, so if they had a clash of work commitments with a day-time lecture, they could attend the evening repeat. It often failed to work properly for a variety of reasons. Sometimes the evening session occurred before the day-time one so forward planning was needed; it frequently happened that the two sessions got out of sync with each other, further complicating the issue.

3.6 Tight Content Control
Following the example of the ITS Programme, ITO determined to ensure that there was tight control of course content and support materials.
Regarding on-line and distance learning, it was felt that full commitment to on-line or distance learning required a level of resource that was unlikely to be forthcoming. Instead, the team decided to continue their commitment to providing a single set of course materials, and to making these available in each delivery location. This was done through Blackboard, which was the university-supported VLE. The materials are available, together with course notices and facilities for discussion groups. We do not claim this to be on-line delivery.

3.7 Award focused

The significantly difference between ITO and ITS was that ITO was designed for students who knew they wanted a degree. This puts very different constraints on the pattern and content of study from those in the CPD-orientated ITS awards.

The first impact of making ITO award-orientated was that provision needed to be made to accelerate the rate of study for part-timers. Even studying at half speed means that a conventional three-year degree takes six years, which seems too long. Whilst the flexibility of ITS was retained for the new ITO programme, lectures were scheduled so that part-timers could study up to 75% of a full-time timetable and therefore complete in 4 years.
3.8 Lack of choice

Whilst ITS offered a diverse choice of course units, ITO offered none at all in the first two levels (C and I). The argument was that, in order to provide a coherent degree that would achieve its aims (see 3.9), it was necessary to restrict choice.  The reality was that this was necessary to provide a smooth passage through validation, to ensure viability of course units, and to help stress that ITO was focused on providing graduates with generic skills, rather than being a set of CPD courses.
3.9 SME orientated

At this time, virtually no degrees focused on the SME (Small to Medium-sized Enterprise) sector, yet there are more jobs in this sector than in large businesses. ITO was therefore designed to provide graduates specially focused on the SME sector. This had implications for the curriculum, and lent itself to supporting the “limited choice” decision noted above.

4. Data
Data relating to the first year of operation of the ITO programme is shown in Figure 1. No data was available for the rest of the University, so the comparison is with part-time students in the New College faculty. The comparison is thus with other courses which were known to be successful in widening participation. Some care is needed in interpreting the data, since it tends to provide generalisations.  The following conclusions were drawn at the time of compiling the programme annual report for ITO.
4.1 Female recruitment

This was not an issue generally in New College faculty, but it continues to be so for ITO. This is because very few females are recruited to Computer Science (about 5%), and ITO was seen as a way of increasing female participation in computing. The figure of 18% for full-time ITO is disappointing, but significantly higher than that for Computer Science. Of importance is that double the number of females attended in part-time mode than in full-time mode.
4.2 Mature recruitment

Part-time ITO recruits rather more under 25s than normal for the University’s other part-time programmes. This is not surprising, and reflects the vocational orientation of IT compared with the other offerings. Of more interest is the comparatively large number of over 25s recruited in full-time mode, which reflects the policy decision to aim for about 40% mature entry for the programme as a whole.
4.3 Widening Participation

The figure of 68% for WP recruitment is staggering, bearing in mind that the rest of the faculty had done well to achieve 33%. What is particularly surprising is that full-time ITO matched part-time, both attaining figures of 68%. Yet the part-time figures included a return of significant size (about 30% of the total) from a Partnership college in Inner London, specially chosen because its recruitment profile is virtually 100% WP. This is worth looking at in more detail, since the WP criteria at the time covered five categories: ethnicity, disability, social group 3M-5, unemployment, and non-standard education. To qualify, students had to meet at least one of these criteria.

4.3.1 Ethnicity

Whilst full-time ITO recruited slightly more students from non-white ethnic backgrounds than for the rest of the faculty, part-time ITO recruited over double this number.
4.3.2 Disability

Part-time and full-time ITO recruited about the same percentage of disabled students as for the rest of the faculty, if we exclude dyslexia. However, full-time ITO also recruited a significant number of dyslexic students which pushed the figure for disability up from 5% to 18%.
4.3.3 Social Group

Full-time ITO performed as well in recruiting students from social groups 3M, 4 and 5 as part-time for the rest of the faculty, which was an achievement in itself. However, part-time ITO managed to double this figure.

4.3.4 Unemployment

There were broadly the same number of unemployed part-time ITO students as for the rest of the faculty, and no unemployed full-time students (by definition).
4.3.5 Non-Standard Education

There were the same number of full-time ITO students with a non-standard education as for the part-timers in the rest of the faculty, but there were twice as many in this category for the part-time ITO students.
5. Conclusions

The IT in Organisations degree was specifically set up to help the University widen participation in its degree courses. The plan was to draw on experience gained from the existing part-time IT Studies programmes. There was also pressure to recruit female and mature students.
The initial data shows that part-time recruitment played a significant part in helping ITO reach its targets in recruiting female and mature students. What is very surprising is that full-time recruitment did as well as part-time in achieving the WP targets.
This needs further explanation. Part-time recruitment doubled the numbers in all categories except special needs, and the full-time figure for special needs was high because of recruiting significant numbers of students with dyslexia. But this alone does not explain the excellent WP recruitment figure for full-time. A major factor is that the number of WP criteria fulfilled per student is much lower for full-time ITO (1.27 for full-time as opposed to 1.82 for part-time), so this is a genuinely good result.

What this shows is that, from the outset, the ITO degree achieved considerable success in meeting its widening participation targets. Although this was done in a separate faculty, it was nevertheless essential to ensure the University of Southampton’s league table standings were not compromised. This was achieved on the basis of the design principles outlined in this paper.
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Figure 1: Statistics for ITO (first year) against whole faculty











