THE NEW CAMPUSES

The seminar held on 14th December at Robinson College, Cambridge, was designed to raise questions about how the development of new higher educational campuses within the East of England could be used to maximise widening participation. This was in the context of falling numbers of adult learners and the publication of the Leitch Report in the previous week.
Following presentations from Chris Millward on the HEFCE perspective and Jody Chatterjee on the EEDA view of the new campuses, they were brief talks on the new campuses from Carol Macaskill (University Campuses Suffolk), Cajiten D’Silva (Harlow, Peterborough and Kings Lynn), Claire Lindsay (Southend) and Steve Kendall (Bedford). These were followed by discussion in four workshop groups. The groups were posed a number of questions, although they varied in how closely they stuck to these, with the Leitch Report providing a dominating presence, in its relation to the new developments, in at least one group.

The following attempts to present the issues raised within the groups under the headings of Pedagogy and Curriculum, concerning the changing approach to teaching and learning that the new developments offer and perhaps require; the Learning Environment, covering both the physical element of the new buildings and the varying experiences of different groups of learners; Widening Participation and how action needs to be taken to ensure that the campuses do attract those who would otherwise not consider higher education; and Employer Engagement, recognising that a significant proportion of students will have to be found among people in employment, and the consequential need to take account of the training needs of local employers.
Pedagogy and Curriculum
There was discussion about the approaches to teaching and learning that would be most appropriate to students attending the new campuses, if it could be assumed that a substantial proportion of these would be people who would not otherwise participate in higher education. 
It was recognised that there is a need to re-think learning, although it was acknowledged that capturing the commitment of some academics to new pedagogic approaches could be challenging. It was essential to ensure that lecturing staff embraced new approaches to teaching coherent with the new campus developments. Work on these issues has been going in parts of the region, thus, researchers at the University of Bedfordshire have been focusing on issues relating to teaching and learning and widening participation, with particular emphasis on the struggle between education and employment that many WP students experience. UCS are developing a model of providing classroom based learning on campus and practical-based learning at employers.
E-learning and blended learning were obvious strategies, especially for campuses covering more rural and coastal parts of the region and to access people running or working in micro-businesses. The Scottish model of tele-cottages as outposts for studying was mentioned. It was assumed that all the new build in the campuses would wire in e-learning capacity. However, it was recognised that despite there being considerable talk about e-learning, real progress was sparse and developments could be very expensive. It was also stressed that blended learning only appealed to some students.  
Assessment methods may have to change in response to the learning environment of the new campuses. For example, on-line marking could become more widely used and that there could be greater effort made to involve employers in the assessment of students, although this raised consistency and quality concerns.

With respect to the curriculum, and with a nod to the Leitch Report’s stress on demand-led education and training, students should be asked “what do you want to study?” and not just told “this is what we offer”. It was noted that foundation degrees would be a significant feature of the offer, and the value of a generic foundation degree was raised. It was also thought likely that two year honours degrees could prove popular.
The Learning Environment

It was agreed that the buildings on the new campus had to strive for the right image, and that their design had to be sensitive to the perceptions and needs of minority ethnic groups and of disabled learners. Concern was voiced that key features originally designed into new buildings can be cut or reduced if budgets are squeezed. 
The best location for offering higher education was recognised as critical and subject to local factors, for example, in a complex area such as Thurrock, a town centre location was seen as preferable.

Questions were raised about how embedded the new campus developments were in relation to the local community and, in particular, to information, advice and guidance providers
There was support for facilities being open in the evenings as this is when many learners, especially those in full-time employment, prefer to visit the library and study. Cafes and campus shops should also be open at this time. Some argued for 24 hours opening. 
It was noted that some new buildings can be disaster areas for people with disabilities, with too much glass, a danger especially for people with visual impairment, and spaces being too open and noisy.  Although ramps are provided outside the buildings, often not enough provision is made for people with disabilities inside.  Good architecture is required and a lot more thought is needed to encourage a sense of confidence in disabled learners.
This is a factor that can also impact on some ethnic minority groups. For example, Muslim women can be affected if there are too many wide open areas to negotiate. 
For different reasons, the needs of part-time students attending one or two afternoons a week and released from work should be noted. Because of scarce teaching resources, part-time students often have to join full-time students for lecturers and tutorials, although this can restrict their experience.
Widening Participation
A key question was whether the new campuses were intended primarily to widen participation by recruiting learners who would not otherwise have entered higher education or to boost the local economy by encouraging to remain those who would otherwise have moved away to study and by bringing students into the area, some of whom might stay to work locally after graduating. Whilst it is recognised that the latter can be critical for the development and sustainability of parts of the region, generally Aimhigher would wish that there were, at least, an equal emphasis on providing educational opportunities for local people who would not have considered higher education if it involved moving away or significant travelling. 
However, it was rightly seen by one group that there are advantages in having a local university that will attract people from outside the area who will act as role models for young people in the locality. This was particularly the case in areas of very low post-compulsory educational progression, such as Thurrock. It should, though, be remembered that some employers in these areas prefer a low skilled and low wage strategy rather than pay higher salaries for better skilled workers.
There appeared to be some evidence that at UCS although partner colleges are already offering both FE and HE programmes, being branded as a “university” in Suffolk would make students on FE courses more interested in progressing locally to higher education. 

For school students, the development of a new HE campus in their area provided a golden opportunity for demonstrating that being a higher education student was a realistic option. 
For adults, Access courses were thought to be too broad, and there was an argument that they should be more closely tied into HE programmes. Adults wishing to return to education often needed help to make a step in the right direction to get back on the education ladder. For people in employers there was the need to develop more sophisticated APEL systems to accredit learning already evidenced in the workplace. More generally, it was felt that HE programmes could be packaged and advertised more attractively to adults.
People who are isolated (in the geographic as well as the social sense) will be supported through the development of outreach provision. UCS is establishing these “Points of Presence” to enhance widening participation. 
Employer engagement

Employers were seen as critical players in the development of new campuses. They needed incentives to engage with HEIs. Some employers want to know how employees they are supporting are progressing on a course although this raises questions about rights to information about a student’s assessment results. Others may want bespoke courses. 

HEFCE are currently addressing employer engagement and work-based learning and considering the option of delivery of provision through employers, rather than through HEIs. 
Although most HEIs have strong employer links through their Business Engagement and Consultancy divisions, but these rarely appear to feed through to academic departments and to engaging employers in the design and delivery of programmes. On the other hand, it was felt that the good links that FECs generally have with employers were more widely held across the institution, and it was hoped that this would inform the new campuses.
It was recognised that many employers were reluctant to invest in raising their employees’ skills, especially when this involved study outside of the workplace. Micro businesses and the smaller SMEs in particular could experience major difficulties if key staff were out. Furthermore, employers were often inclined to opt for in-house training that was not accredited and, therefore, not easily portable to a new employer. However there were examples of employers striving to up skill their staff and to provide portable and accredited training. An example was given of a logistics company in the region that invested heavily in training and held as a principle that it wanted to source skills locally. Its emphasis on accredited training gave the company advantages in obtaining overseas contracts.

The call for FECs and HEIs to offer a demand-led curriculum is a central plank of the Leitch Report, however there was much scepticism that the demands of individuals and employers would necessarily coincide. It was predicted that the New Campuses will find that statements of local skills needs, as articulated by local employers and learners, will not correspond. Responding to a demand-led approach to vocational programmes in higher education was seen as highly challenging to HEIs as their planning cycle, determined at least in part by the need to ensure quality of provision and also by the costs of suitable teaching resource, does not allow for rapid response to employers’ demands. It was felt that FECs could act more quickly and more flexibly, perhaps because courses tended to be shorter and teaching resources were more likely to be transferable at Level 2 and 3. 

In this context, the new campuses will create new relationships between FE colleges and HEIs. If, as strongly signalled, FECs are granted degree awarding powers, there will be interesting new dynamics in these relationships.

The speed of response by, at least some, HEIs to changing curriculum and pedagogic demands was, though, identified as a significant problem. It was felt that across the curriculum, HEIs should be striving to create “work-savvy” graduates.
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