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Background
Economic and democratic agendas underlie the introduction of the Foundation Degree (Fd); an economic drive to up skill the workforce amidst global market place competition, whilst simultaneously widening participation in HE and stimulating lifelong learning. Critically positioned within and spanning these two competing agendas is the Fd student. In these times of changing focus in HE, it is crucial that the voice of the student experience is not drowned out by increased political and socio-economic volume. This study aims to capture the lived experience of a cohort of students undertaking the Fd in Health and Social Care at the University of Southampton.
Description of approach used
Using mixed methodology, a mainly qualitative approach to data collection (face-to-face interviews) was combined with an element of quantitative measurement, in order to generate possible models and theories. The study framework supported a two-fold design; a cross-sectional, snapshot approach aimed at capturing the experiences, viewpoints and aspirations of graduates (2004 - 2008) and a subsequent, longitudinal study following current students over a 3-4 year period. Re-visiting this latter student cohort enabled researchers to explore the evolving experiences of students at different stages of learning and working, whilst gaining far-reaching insight into the overall impact of the programme. Transcripts of recorded interviews were imported into the computer software package, NVivo, used to code, retrieve and collate the data. Thematic analysis was applied to draw up initial findings.
Results of work done
Whilst this research study represents work in progress, a number of emerging themes have been identified. For the purpose of this abstract, focus remains restricted to a number of key areas, relevant to identity / agency of largely employer-sponsored Fd students. Striving to balance two learning environments (work-based and academic), participants reflect upon their changing sense of self, as worker and learner, expressing a degree of conflict in their (employee / student) dual identity - a possible reflection of the complexity of the employer/HE institution partnership.  
Conclusion:
Student voices from this study illuminate a range of personal, professional and educational journeys over a 7 year period. Findings provide valuable insight into issues relating to dual-status of work-based learners, the challenges faced during transition to academic study and a deeper understanding of how the curriculum could engage and support the experienced worker entering HE. If future programmes are to fully capitalise on integrating academic, work-based learning and employer engagement, the key voice of the Fd student experience needs to be heard.
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