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[bookmark: _Toc185674558]CONVENTIONS
The term FE will be used for Further Education and FEI for Further Education Institution.
WG will be used for Welsh Government and will incorporate the Welsh Assembly Government.
ALN will be used for Additional Learning Needs.
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[bookmark: _Toc185674560]ABSTRACT
Level 2 vocational students often face low motivation and engagement, exacerbated by rigid timetables and lecture-based methods (Noguera et al., 2024). This case study (Cohen, et al., 2017) qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2016) explores how a student-centred learning environment can be developed for Level 2 vocational students in a Welsh Further Education College. Using an interpretivist paradigm (Cohen, et al., 2017) and semi-structured interviews (Mertler, 2021) the research discusses: how to enhance student engagement, autonomy, and skills development; tailor qualifications to individual learner needs; the benefits of moving from teacher-led instruction to student-centred learning. The evidence gathered highlights the need for providing robust support systems for Level 2 students with ALN, addressing socio-economic disparities, strengthening student-centred and student led learning, and expanding well-being support. The recommendations include implementing accessible referral processes for support; providing additional resources; amending timetables; and encouraging staff to adopt a student-centred approach in order to connect course content to students' goals, thus fostering motivation and practical skills (Li et al., 2024). By addressing limited literature on this topic, the findings may inform lecturers, FE institutions, and policymakers, by offering evidence to improve engagement, outcomes, and resilience for Level 2 vocational learners. Ultimately, this research has the potential to inspire other institutions to adopt innovative strategies, fostering more inclusive, supportive, and effective learning environments for Level 2 vocational students across the Further Education sector.
[bookmark: _Toc185674561]KEYWORDS
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1. [bookmark: _Toc185674562]INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this case study is to explore, from a staff and student perspective, the way in which a student-centred learning environment can be created for Level 2 vocational students in a Welsh Further Education College. Andersen & Andersen (2015) note the benefits of a student-centred learning environment, with Bremner et al. (2022) acknowledging increased engagement, better collaboration and increased interest in the course being followed. However, despite the apparent relevance of these benefits on Level 2 students, few of these studies have been concerned with an FE setting and even fewer of these are located within a Welsh context. Whilst there is some research being undertaken in Wales, e.g. those by the Learning And Work Institute (2024) and Colegau Cymru (2024); articles by Packer & Thomas (2021) and Wixey et al. (2022); the doctoral research of Caffrey (2023) and FE reports such as the national strategy needed to improve post-16 education and training in Wales (Estyn, 2022), there is a dearth of literature available. As a result of the findings of this assignment, it is hoped that the limited literature available, specifically based on Level 2 vocational students in FEI’s in Wales, will be partially addressed. 

Therefore, the primary objectives of this research are:
· To investigate how to best create a student-centred learning environment for Level 2 vocational students in a Welsh FE college; 
· To gather the views of lecturers and a student about Level 2 qualifications and the ways in which students best learn;
· To develop themes to consider and enable further areas of research. 
By focusing on these objectives, it may be possible to develop a student-centred learning environment in a Welsh FEI that can better support Level 2 vocational students, preparing them not only for academic success but also for meaningful career pathways and lifelong learning.

Identified by WG (2023), many Level 2 vocational students suffer from a lack of engagement and motivation. Noguera et al. (2024) reflect that many of these students come from diverse educational backgrounds and traditional, lecture-based teaching methods and rigid lesson timetables may not fully engage them. Student-centred learning may allow these students to connect course content to their own goals and interests and may foster higher levels of motivation and involvement (Li, et al., 2024). Furthermore, it may empower students to take an active role within their education, which is particularly effective in vocational education at Level 2 where practical application is key (Cunningham, et al., 2024). 

Level 2 vocational students in Wales typically pursue qualifications that equip them with practical skills and knowledge relevant to specific careers or industries (WG, 2024). These programmes are designed to prepare students for employment or further education and often include a mix of classroom learning and hands-on experience. Key characteristics of Level 2 vocational education in Wales include a Level 2 Diploma in Vocational Education (Pearson, 2024), which is recognised by employers and educational institutions and, theoretically, equips students with the necessary skills and qualifications to succeed in their chosen career paths while promoting lifelong learning and employability. 

When students enrol on a Level 2 in a FE college in post-compulsory education, it is crucial to foster a supportive environment that addresses their academic and emotional needs. Perhaps, for varying reasons, enrolling on an A Level / BTEC Level 3 course is not an option and such students frequently exhibit diminished confidence, frustration, and disengagement due to prior setbacks (Darling-Hammond & Cook-Harvey, 2018). Therefore, it is essential to implement strategies aimed at revitalising their motivation, utilising effective pedagogical approaches, and providing tailored support to enhance their educational experience and promote successful outcomes. Creating a nurturing atmosphere is vital for encouraging resilience and academic achievement among these learners, facilitating their reintegration into education (Fisher, et al., 2019).

To answer the research question, four sub-questions were developed which will support the exploration in greater depth, with two being student-focused and two concentrating on lecturers’ views:
1. (Student) What are the defining characteristics of a student-centred learning environment in vocational education?
2. (Student) What specific learning needs do Level 2 vocational students have and how can institutions address them?
3. (Tutor) What challenges (student or institution based) do educators face in implementing student-centred approaches in Level 2 vocational education, and how can these be overcome?
4. (Tutor) Which teaching methodologies, approaches and resources best support student-centred learning for Level 2 vocational students?
The question and subsequent sub-questions provide a thorough framework for examining the implementation, effects, and challenges associated with student-centred learning on Level 2 students in a FEI in Wales. By addressing these aspects, the assignment aims to enhance understanding of how student-centred approaches can be effectively integrated to best meet the needs of Level 2 vocational students in this author’s institution. Additionally, by focusing on these students’ needs, the research may provide valuable insights that could benefit lecturers, FEI’s, WG and policymakers who aim to improve student engagement and outcomes at Level 2 (WG, 2023). 




2. [bookmark: _Toc185674563]CONTEXT
Further Education (FE) colleges in England and Wales typically educate students who have completed their compulsory schooling and are looking to further their skills in a vocational context. These qualifications can lead to employment or further study and are essential for building foundational skills and knowledge in specific industries (GOV.UK, 2024). In England there are 157 further education colleges (AOC, 2024) and 12 in Wales (Colegau Cymru, 2024).
Students may pursue a range of qualifications that include BTEC Diplomas (BTEC, 2024), which are vocational qualifications that focus on practical skills in various fields, such as business, health and social care, engineering and music (Pearson, 2024). Additionally, courses in Wales are offered along with the Welsh Baccalaureate qualification (Qualifications Wales, 2024), having evolved significantly over the past few decades, reflecting both changes in the economy and the WG’s educational policies (WG 2020).
Historically, vocational education at Level 2 typically corresponds to GCSE-equivalent qualifications, with a ‘double distinction’ grading being valued as 3 ‘A’s, ‘double merit’ as 3 ‘B’s and ‘double pass’ as 3 ‘C’s (Pearson, 2024). It was primarily offered through apprenticeships or in-school technical courses but, over time, the emphasis shifted towards a structured FE option and reflected broader efforts to improve skills in the workforce and meet individual and employer demand (Huddleston & Unwin, 2024). Hayward et al. (2002) remarked that this was particularly important in Wales, where heavy industries such as coal mining and steel were in decline, necessitating a move towards service and technology sectors. The introduction of the WG's Post-16 Education and Training (Wales) Act (2000) and the subsequent reform of vocational education and training strategies (Cuddy & Leney, 2005) led to greater integration of vocational pathways into FE colleges, aiming to provide more relevant qualifications that met the needs of local economies. A key development was the expansion of qualifications such as BTECs and NVQs at Level 2, alongside traditional academic routes.
The WG's 14-19 Learning Pathways Action Plan (WG, 2003) further broadened vocational options, creating a flexible curriculum where young people could combine academic and vocational qualifications. More recently, the Tertiary Education and Research (Wales) Act (WG, 2022), consolidated FE under a single framework to enhance access to skills training and qualifications, with a focus on Level 2 and 3 qualifications. Level 2 vocational qualifications are now central to efforts to address skills gaps and prepare young people for the workforce, with a clear alignment to Wales’ economic priorities, such as digital skills and ensuring that young people realise their potential (WG, 2020). 
Level 1 and 2 students in FE in England and Wales encounter several educational and non-educational issues that can impede their learning and overall success (Huddleston & Unwin, 2024), including socio-economic barriers, learning gaps, issues with mental health, and not always being engaged and motivated to learn (Towler, et al., 2011). Many Level 1 and 2 students come from low-income backgrounds, which can significantly affect their ability to succeed in FE. According to the ONS (2024), younger people from lower-income families tend to report that they felt they had fewer chances in life, while Holt-White & Cullinane (2023) report that inequalities accelerated through secondary school. Financial pressures for these students make affording tuition, extra tuition, required materials, and transportation challenging (Farquharson, et al., 2024). Peltz et al. (2020) argue that students with insufficient financial support may result in them having to amalgamating several jobs with attending college and preparing for assignments, leading to increased stress and potential burnout. Furthermore, Mistry & Elenbaas (2021) suggest that students from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to withdraw from FE because of these economic challenges.
Level 1 & 2 students often enrol in FE with significant learning gaps, particularly in literacy and numeracy (Tuckett, et al., 2021), which can stem from previous negative educational experiences. Many of these students often express feelings of inadequacy and low self-esteem, with them often struggling to develop the foundational skills necessary for their courses (Collings, et al., 2022). This inability to meet academic expectations can lead to a lack of motivation and further disengagement which, in turn, could lead to the issues exacerbating (Skilling, et al., 2020). Mental health is a significant issue reported amongst Level 1 & 2 students, with many facing anxiety and depression related to academic pressures and personal circumstances (Pollard, et al., 2021). NHS England (2022) report that, in a sample of 2866 children and young people, “18.0% of children aged 7 to 16 years and 22.0% of young people aged 17 to 24 years had a probable mental disorder” (NHS England, 2022). A perceived lack of accessible mental health support within FE institutions can make it difficult for students to seek help (Baker, et al., 2021), while the stigma surrounding mental health issues can further prevent students from accessing the necessary resources to succeed, which can lead to course withdrawal (Young, et al., 2020).

Skilling, et al. (2020) suggest that engagement levels among Level 2 students can fluctuate, particularly when they feel disconnected from the curriculum or the educational environment in which they find themselves. Many students report a lack of relevance in their courses, which can lead to disengagement (Bergdahl, 2022). Additionally, the transition from a structured school environment to a more independent FE setting can be daunting for some students, contributing to a sense of isolation and disconnection (Packer & Thomas, 2021). Hodgson & Spours (2020) state that Level 1 and 2 students often face unclear pathways for progression to higher-level qualifications or employment opportunities. Many students express frustration over the lack of guidance regarding career pathways and progression routes within FE (Moote & Archer, 2017). This lack of clarity can lead to uncertainty about their future, further diminishing motivation and engagement in their studies (Acquah, et al., 2017) 

The multifaceted issues faced by Level 1 & 2 students in Further Education in England and Wales are rooted in socio-economic, educational, and mental health challenges. Addressing these concerns requires a bespoke, comprehensive approach (Collings, et al., 2022) that includes enhanced support services, clearer pathways for progression, and a curriculum that engages and motivates students with the necessary flexible infrastructure, by applying blended synchronous teaching and learning for flexible learning (Li, et al., 2022). These steps are essential for fostering an inclusive educational environment that enables all students to succeed.

Lumatauw et al. (2020) see student-centred learning as being increasingly recognised as an effective approach for Level 2 vocational education, shifting the focus from teacher-led instruction to active student engagement. This method fosters autonomy, practical skill development, and relevance to real-world applications (Kerimbayev, et al., 2023). Since 2015, studies have highlighted key benefits: student-centred learning promotes engagement and motivation by encouraging participation, leading to better attendance and attitudes. It enhances critical thinking and problem-solving through decision-making and collaboration. Active learning improves retention and performance, as demonstrated in a meta-analysis (Cedefop, 2015). SCL links classroom learning to practical skills, preparing students for careers, while accommodating diverse needs through personalized experiences. It also fosters lifelong learning by cultivating self-direction and adaptability (Dunn, 2018), crucial to this investigation.



3. [bookmark: _Toc185674564]METHODOLOGY
Creswell & Poth (2016) state that a qualitative research approach is well-suited to exploring complex, subjective experiences and understanding participants' perspectives in depth. It is especially effective in contexts where human interactions, emotions, and nuanced social dynamics are central (Patton, et al., 2017). Unlike quantitative methods, which emphasise measurable variables and statistical generalisations, qualitative research captures the richness and diversity of individual experiences, attitudes, and meanings (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Merriam & Tisdell (2016) suggest that this approach is invaluable in an educational and professional setting such as this investigation, where teaching, learning, and collaboration are influenced by context-specific factors. Qualitative research also supports the development of practical and theoretical insights by illuminating the ‘how’ and ‘why’ behind behaviours and decisions (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Qualitative research emphasises reflexivity, encouraging researchers to consider their influence on the study and engage authentically with participants (Finlay, 2017), while Flick (2024), focussing on lived experiences, suggests that it is an indispensable approach for understanding and improving human-centred processes.
An interpretivist paradigm will be employed using interviews to explore participants' perspectives through dialogue and interaction between researcher and participant (Creswell & Poth, 2016). This paradigm acknowledges the subjective nature of human experience, making it well-suited to exploring complex, context-dependent phenomena (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017). Simultaneously, it aligns with relativist ontologies, which accept that multiple, socially constructed realities exist, and that understanding these perspectives requires immersion in participants’ lived experiences (Fink, 2024). This study will comprise three semi-structured interviews to capture the nuanced student perspective and of FE educators, to reflect and produce recommendations specific to creating a student-centred learning environment (Mertler, 2021), and dealing with complex educational settings where differing teaching and learning preferences and motivations exist (Ward & Delamont, 2020). 

Cohen et al. (2017) establish that undertaking semi-structured interviews with colleagues allows for a balance between consistency and flexibility, enabling rich, in-depth responses while fostering candid reflections through established trust and rapport (Bell, et al., 2024). This method is particularly valuable for exploring shared professional experiences and uncovering nuanced insights that may not emerge through rigid questions (Kvale, 2007). Additionally, the work of Tummons (2014), located in an FE setting, reflects that interviewing one’s own students provides context-specific insights into their learning experiences, motivations, and challenges. However, Galloway (2016) recognises the challenges she faced in her doctoral research when researching with her own students as they may have had a vested interest in a positive outcome. This researcher will have to be mindful of similar issues in order to avoid bias and will prepare semi-structured questions before, and take notes during, the interviews (Saldaña, 2021).  

The focused sample selected (Bell, et al., 2024), was a Level 2 student, a Level 2 lecturer/tutor, and a Level 2 course coordinator/tutor in order to illicit varying responses (Powney & Watts, 2018). This researcher is a colleague of the tutors and lectures the student. Tutor 1, a newly appointed music lecturer, completed a BTEC Level 3 Music Course in South Wales and earned a BEd in Music Education with QTS. As a recently trained teacher actively involved in the music industry, he brings valuable insights as a new entrant to FE, making him an ideal study participant. Tutor 2 completed a BTEC Level Three and a degree in Dance, overcoming challenges with GCSE English and Maths to earn a PGCE and a Master’s degree with distinction. With 14 years of experience of teaching in FE, she primarily teaches Level 2 courses, drawing on her professional performance background and personal growth to deliver inclusive teaching. Student 1 attended a local comprehensive school, enjoying subjects like PE, Art, and Science, and passing GCSE Maths and English. Despite performing well, he disliked school due to the large number of people that surrounded him. He has found College more enjoyable as he can focus on personal interests with a smaller number of like-minded students and staff. After completing a Level 2 welding course, he realised that this was not his passion and took a break from education. Later, he enrolled in the Level 2 Music Course. As a mature student over 18, he brings thoughtful insights and rich, context-specific perspectives (Zhao, 2021).

Other methods were considered but discounted; for example, a questionnaire was deemed  unsuitable for exploring the nuanced and personal insights (Mertler, 2021) sought by this study, and were considered inappropriate for this small-scale research project as it seeks to understand in-depth experiences rather than generalisable patterns (Cohen, et al., 2017). In this instance, interviews offer richer, more contextual data, aligning with the project's goals to explore individual needs and preferences in depth and how it may be delivered (Powney & Watts, 2018). Classroom observations were not chosen for this research because they may not be able to provide the deep, reflective insights necessary to understand students' and educators' subjective experiences (Cohen, et al., 2017). As Wragg (2012) notes, observations primarily capture behaviour and interactions which, while valuable, may not reveal underlying or additional motivations, challenges, or personal needs of students. Also, observations can be intrusive, potentially altering behaviour and compromising authentic data (O'Leary, 2020). 

[bookmark: _Toc185674565]3.1 DATA ANALYSIS
Participant interviews will be audio recorded and transcribed, enabling a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021) to identify key themes, patterns, and insights that can be derived from the data (Bell, et al., 2024). Utilising the Braun and Clarke (2006) method, the thematic analysis within this research will endeavour to be a robust and flexible tool for analysing the qualitative data collected by this researcher. While thematic analysis is not tied to a specific theoretical framework, it does allow researchers to adopt various epistemological and ontological stances (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). In the context of studying vocational education, this flexibility is advantageous because the research involves exploring diverse phenomena, such as teaching strategies, student engagement, and institutional practices from the point of a deliverer and student (Powney & Watts, 2018). Thematic analysis is particularly effective for capturing the complexity of these dynamics (Braun & Clarke, 2022).
By examining patterns within the three semi-structured interviews (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017), this research will explore the themes that develop in a cross-case analysis (Sandars, et al., 2007), and identifying common themes as well as unique perspectives. This will provide a richer understanding of the topic (Powney & Watts, 2018). Braun and Clarke (2006) offer a detailed six-phase framework, as shown in Figure 1, which will be followed by this researcher.
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Ref185605749][bookmark: _Toc185609201]Figure 1: The Braun and Clarke Method (2006)
This framework provides a structured, yet adaptable, approach for analysing qualitative data and ensures that the analysis is rigorous and transparent, making it easier for stakeholders, such as policymakers or college administrators, to trust and apply the findings (Nowell, et al., 2017). Braun and Clarke (2006) emphasise the active role of the researcher in the analytical process and in subsequent works (2021), (2022), they expand on the reflexive approach, emphasising the interpretive process and the researcher’s active role in theme construction. Reflexivity is particularly important in this context, as this researcher is embedded within the FEI institution being studied and must critically engage with his own biases and assumptions (Holmes, 2020), particularly when interpreting data from colleagues and students. Recognising a researcher’s dual role as an educator and investigator may influence interpretations of students’ critiques of teaching methods or institutional practices (Ward & Delamont, 2020). The reflexive approach encouraged by Braun and Clarke helps mitigate these challenges, ensuring that findings are robust and credible. Furthermore, Terry and Hayfield (2021) suggest that thematic analysis is well-suited to qualitative research, involving multiple stakeholder perspectives as, in this study, the data includes interviews with lecturers about their pedagogical approaches, student reflections on learning experiences, and discussions about institutional policies and practice. The Braun and Clarke (2006) method allows for the integration of these varied perspectives into a coherent analytical framework (Terry, et al., 2017). 
This researcher will engage in a process of manually marking, highlighting, or annotating data to identify patterns and themes is an informal, yet effective, technique often used in qualitative research (Charmaz, 2006), where the volume of data will be manageable without the need for advanced coding software. By manually interacting with the data, the researcher will develop an intimate understanding of the content, enhancing the ability to recognise meaningful patterns (Finlay, 2017) beneficial in small-scale investigations, where close reading and familiarity with each data point are critical (Nowell, et al., 2017). Miles et al. (2014) sees it as an ‘accessible and straightforward’ method that requires minimal technical expertise, especially for novice researchers on small projects (Saldaña, 2021). It will allow this researcher to focus on identifying recurring ideas, phrases, and concepts by marking significant sections of transcripts, quickly highlighting and organising evolving themes, enabling a deep and nuanced analysis but not requiring adherence to rigid procedural steps (Clarke & Braun, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc185674566]3.2 ETHICS
To ensure ethical practices in data collection, several key considerations will be prioritised. Informed consent is essential to ensure that participants understand the research purpose, procedures, potential risks, and their rights (Bell, et al., 2024). Participants will receive a clear, written consent form outlining the study’s aims, their involvement and data usage. They will be informed of their right to withdraw at any point without consequences  (Mertler, 2021) as shown in (Appendix 1) and consent will be provided in an accessible language, with time allocated for questions and clarifications (Cohen, et al., 2017). Confidentiality is crucial for protecting participants' identities and personal information. Data will be anonymised using pseudonyms or codes, in line with BERA (2024)’s guidelines. When reporting findings, care will be taken to exclude any identifying details, particularly within this small sample. As colleagues in a close-knit workplace are participating, assurances will be given that responses will not be shared informally or unintentionally with staff or students (Bos, 2020). This will ensure that responses will not be linked back to individuals in any way that could impact personal and professional relationships (Cohen, et al., 2017). Given potential workplace hierarchies, there is a risk of implicit pressure on participants to take part or to respond in ways that align with perceived expectations (Ward & Delamont, 2020). 

Bias and objectivity are also concerns, as familiarity with participants may introduce unconscious bias or influence interpretation of responses. Awareness of this risk and maintaining an objective approach are essential to ensure fairness and minimise researcher influence (Powney & Watts, 2018). Data security is vital, particularly given the sensitive nature of educational research (Bell, et al., 2024). All interview transcripts and data will be stored securely in encrypted digital files, with access restricted to the researcher alone (Bos, 2020). Compliance with relevant data protection laws, including the UK’s General Data Protection Regulation, will protect participants' rights and privacy. Participants will be treated with respect, and potential harm will be minimised (Mertler, 2021). Interviews will be conducted sensitively, avoiding distressing questions and ensuring that participants feel comfortable at all times (Cohen, et al., 2017). The study will follow ethical guidance, including the Frascati Manual (OECD, 2015), and formal approval will be obtained through Form PG2: Application for Ethical Approval. By adhering to these principles, the research will prioritise participants' well-being and uphold the highest ethical standards throughout the data collection process.


4. [bookmark: _Toc185674567]PRESENTATION OF DATA AND DISCUSSION 
The data collected was arranged, highlighted and patterns and themes identified (Appendix 2) which allowed comparisons and contrasts (Charmaz, 2006) of the participants’ experiences and perspectives to be categorised (Bell, et al., 2024). Figure 2 shows the eight themes that were identified by the researcher from the thematic analysis. Six of the eight themes will be discussed below as, although ‘Preparation for Level Three’ and ‘Personal Reflection’ were identified as themes that were discussed by all the participants, the information provided did not directly answer the research question and, therefore, has not been included (Bryman, 2016).
[image: A diagram of different colored circles

Description automatically generated]
[bookmark: _Ref184996548]








[bookmark: _Ref185605688][bookmark: _Toc185333951][bookmark: _Toc185342755][bookmark: _Toc185342830][bookmark: _Toc185609202]Figure 2: Participant Themes (Charmaz 2006 & Bell et al., 2024)
[bookmark: _Toc185674568]4.1 STUDENT SUPPORT
A prevalent theme that was identified was the strength of support offered to students. Considered by Collings et al. (2022), Tutor 1 reported that students openly shared their problems, noting that: “they're not afraid to come to me privately and discuss those issues”. Student 1 corroborated this, stating that “the lectures personally helped me, especially [name] and [they have] spoken to me whenever I’ve had down days, or when I've missed class due to my housing issues…the tutors have helped me to make myself feel better when I'm in a bad mood or I'm a little bit down”, which aligns with the work of Pollard et al. (2021) undertaken in a Higher Education context. Tutor 2 sees herself as “99% social worker and 1% lecturer” and stated that “the social needs of these students far outweighs their educational needs”. Her approach to dealing with the issues can be identified as a mum; lecturer; deliverer of information as well as a social worker, support worker and health advisor, relating to the work of Fisher, et al. (2019) who note the need to create a nurturing atmosphere. Due to many ‘accelerated inequalities’ experienced in secondary school (Holt-White & Cullinane, 2023), Tutor 2 feels that she is “moulding them into the humans that they want to be, and that involves teaching them how to communicate”, being empathetic, and allowing them time to learn, retain and use that learning to develop themselves. This includes workshops provided by the library to help students research. However, she noted that “Level 2 don't know how to research” and there is “not an awful lot of help out there for students…to research in a slightly different way that isn't just Harvard referencing”. These problems are discussed by Skilling, et al. (2020) where it is noted that, where students do not meet academic expectations, they often suffer further disengagement and the issues exacerbate further.

Tuckett et al. (2021), consider the need for institutional support for students with ALN, with Tutor 2 also highlighting difficulties in accessing the correct support, reporting: “I think, on the surface, there's loads of support. I think if you were to do a little brochure about the support College offers, it would be fab!”. She exemplified issues experienced by a student with dyslexia, who, whilst at school received additional support but, due to budget constraints and staff illness, support was unavailable in the college. Tutor 2 suggested that, while there may be “a nice glossy brochure about the support that college offers…in the throes of teaching, there's no support at all”, with Higton et al. (2017) reporting that this is a common issue. Tutor 1 further supported this claim, stating that “if there's a big concern, we have fantastic well-being officers in this college…but accessing them is really difficult”.

Supporting the work of Farquharson et al. (2024), it was noted that the FEI needed to offer support in terms of the lack of resources available to some Level 2 students, specifically relating to ICT equipment. Tutor 1 acknowledged that: “with the social economic background of the place, not everyone has great technology that they can bring in with them”, while Tutor 2 noted that students “don't have Wi-Fi, they don't have a PC”, making withdrawing from FE more likely (Mistry & Elenbaas, 2021). Conversely, the student participant welcomed the financial support given by the college, stating that “College bought me a guitar, which was a massive step because I wouldn't have been able to do it myself” and acknowledging additional support given through the provision of food vouchers (ONS, 2024). He also praised Student Support Services, stating that “They've done a lot to keep me in college, You just got to be willing to ask when you need help…I mean, all the support systems around me means I'm turning up now and I’m engaging on the course. Getting it done, no matter what”. Clearly, this student had a good experience with Student Support; however, the frustrations of the tutors are clear.

[bookmark: _Toc185674569]4.2 DIFFERENTIATION
WG (2023) identified that vocational students at Level 2 typically suffer from a lack of engagement, with Tutor 1 discussing being “as flexible and adaptable as possible” when setting work for Level 2 and Tutor 2 needing to “differentiate all the time”. Tutor 1 modifies written elements of the course, stating that “differentiation is part of everything I do” and actively avoids giving too much information which would “overwhelm them”. He minimises, simplifies and scaffolds (Smale-Jacobse, et al., 2019), enabling small incremental steps to be taken by the students. He describes the process as “very individual and very bespoke to each person” in the group. Tutor 2 presents three or four different options to enable students to achieve the same thing and uses different terminology, in different ways for different people. She has to “unpick things beyond what I feel is necessary” and has to be prescriptive with her direction because “they just haven't learnt to think for themselves”. Tutor 1 explains that practical demonstrations work for his group and he encourages group discussion which encourages independent learning (Cunningham, et al., 2024). As Pollard et al. (2021) report, Tutor 2 feels that, with the number of students with dyslexia, dyspraxia, ADHD and ASD on her Level 2 course, it is like “walking on eggshells everyday”; “almost every student has anxiety or depression” so “I tailor my work to my students”. She alters the work and pace of lessons to suit “what their needs are individually”. 

[bookmark: _Toc185674570]4.3 STUDENT-CENTRED LEARNING
Both tutors and the student discussed that student-centred learning was implemented according to student needs and interests (Li, et al., 2024). Student 1 reflected that he had chosen to present assignments in written form, though acknowledging that he had also created blogs and vlogs to demonstrate his learning: “So that suits my needs perfectly...I have a chance to do all types and would thank you for letting me choose”. He stated that some classmates who find it challenging to type in class or at home had used ‘speech-to-text’ application, which had helped them progress, as suggested by Tuckett et al. (2021). Tutor 1 noted that his diverse learners generally struggle with written logs and encourages them to produce video interviews, which is an effective method to elicit their passion for music. Tutor 2 reflects that Level 2 courses are all about evidencing the individual processes that have taken place and the progress made by each student. She discusses the limited usefulness that she perceives in terms of the writing of lesson plans and schemes of work, as discussed by Priestley & Biesta (2013). “We are supposed to be student-led” she exclaimed, “so what is the point of doing a scheme of work?”. Her pedagogy includes the provision of a framework, but the content frequently alters according to the needs of the students in a “tailor-made” fashion. She reflected that her External Examiner reports that she is “running a brilliant course”. Enabling such student learning autonomy seems to directly conflict with the FEI’s expectation of staff producing and following lesson plans and schemes of work as part of their terms of service. In an attempt to encourage students to direct their own learning, a student-led study group had been formed by Tutor 2, where students selected the topics and issues to be researched, go to the library and complete the work. This initiative enabled students to take ownership of their learning and had solved the issue of incomplete homework because of the Wi-Fi and PC issues previously discussed (Huddleston & Unwin, 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc185674571]4.4 STUDENT ENGAGEMENT
Despite many of the students coming from disadvantaged backgrounds where withdrawal is more likely to occur (Mistry & Elenbaas, 2021), Tutor 1 finds his Level 2 classes’ punctuality and attendance to be “pretty good” with a “healthy approach towards learning”. They seem “motivated to pass, take it very seriously and they're always looking for feedback from me”. However, Tutor 2 reflects that a frequent excuse for not taking part in a practical session is that “Oh, my kit and stuff is at my Dad's house, and I left it there as I live at my Mam's house, or I went to my Dad's house and my stuff is at my Mam's house...”. Tutor 1 sometimes has a similar issue when, at the age of student taught, they are sometimes “prone to forgetting things”. Given the local geography, some students attending college from long distances away where travel can be an issue. “If they forget their guitar, which happens, then that's, unfortunately, some of the objectives won't be fulfilled within that lesson”. Without engagement, student-centred learning may not take place (Taylor & Parsons, 2011). 

WG (2023), acknowledged that a characteristic of many vocational students at Level 2 is that they are less engaged, with Tutor 2 expressing “they don't feel the need to prepare anything”. She explains that, if something is given for them to learn, they learn it but that is where it stops. "They learn the script…they learn the poem…they think they know it...they have no concept of development or polish or refinement or process”. ‘Generation TikTok’ is highlighted as a blight to education as the students believe that learning a performance online is enough and “they only ever see finished products”. This mentality results in them having a limited concept of what the learning process is, which aligns with the work of Illeris (2018). Tutor 2 reflects on the X Factor television programme, where everyone is a winner but where final performances do not reflect what the process behind the performance has been. However, Student 1 reflects that the process is “the most enjoyable part of the course and you get to see progress every week”, and that you “get to see your friends in the class progress”. Being a vocational course, it is the “doing” that he enjoys, rather than ”just reading about it and writing an essay about it” reflecting the work of Fink (2024).

Bashir et al. (2023) highlight that consistent attendance is crucial, as frequent absences can demotivate peers and disrupt success in practical learning settings. Tutor 2 acknowledges that the challenge of groupwork is “really difficult” to do when students are missing. Her strategy is to discuss it early in the course and explain the need to be responsible because of the nature of the delivery of the course and the consequences the remaining group face when individuals are absent. They have to answer the following day or the following week as to why that particular group were unable to work because that person was missing. Reference was also made by Tutor 2 to the relationship between the Performing Arts and sport where, if one person of a team is not present, the team is unable to play as effectively. When attendance falters for Tutor 1, he speaks to the class or addresses individuals privately to investigate the reasons, as discussed by Skilling et al. (2020).

[bookmark: _Toc185674572]4.5 RESOURCES
Selwyn (2016) states that educational settings increasingly rely on digital equipment for engaging students and delivering content, and when the technology does not operate correctly, the learning experience of students is “significantly hindered”. Tutor 1 reflects when teaching digital skills, i.e. composing through Sibelius or using Logic for music production, equipment “doesn’t work”. He would like to “enhance the learning experience for them, but funding is always an issue”. Tutor 2 reveals that there is not a dedicated computer room for Performing Arts students. Much of her delivery takes place in the theatre which means that delivering to a standard she wants to meet in theory sessions or tutorials is unrealistic. From Student 1’s perspective, he acknowledges that the smaller class size means that accessing computers for the music course is a “massive help”. He enjoys using TEAMS to share work with the class, including laying down tracks, producing videos on YouTube or composition. He feels, unlike Tutor 1, that the quality of equipment the college has is up to date and that the computers run relatively quickly. The recording studio being well equipped is discussed, having “drums, guitars, pianos and everything”. Tutor 1 believes, however, that there is “a lack of space here which is a big problem” and that, while there may be enough amplifiers, there is a definite need for “more guitars and possibly more drums and backline as well in certain areas” to facilitate things better. He also reflects on where the course needs a “big, big revamp” as, aesthetically, the fabric of the building is “really crumbling”. Durán-Narucki (2018) acknowledges that learning does not take place as effectively in an environment of discomfort, distractions and safety concerns. Tutor 1 compares his teaching environment built in the 1980’s and other Blocks in the FEI which were built more recently and have since received makeovers. The newer blocks have a “completely different atmosphere” and that “the students notice too”. Frustrated, he concludes that “it doesn't show what we do here. It really doesn't reflect how seriously we all take it”.

[bookmark: _Toc185674573]4.6 COURSE MANAGEMENT & TIMETABLE
The discussions with the tutors reveal a significant concern regarding the creation of a supportive, student-centred environment for Level 2 vocational students. Agreeing with Huddleston & Unwin (2024), Tutor 2 reveals the importance for Level 2 students to have a ‘homeroom’ as, in her experience and particularly at Level Two, there are many students who do not always feel safe in their own home, so need to have a secure space that they can return to every day. In reality, delivery can take place in seven or eight different rooms in a week. It was felt that, for Level 2 students, particularly if they are transitioning from school where they have had a tutor room for registration, a similar arrangement at college would be beneficial. She explains that “the transition between school and college could be smoother if they were to have a room that was theirs, that they could go to, they knew I was going to be there every single lesson and that it was their safe space, their college home”. 

Timetabling issues, as discussed by Bashir et al., (2020) were also raised as significant barriers to effective teaching and learning, with Tutor 1 noting the challenges posed by a congested timetable. “It can be quite stressful at the start of term and that it effects on what we can do in each lesson” and that “there's a big lack of leadership in that area”. Tutor 2 acknowledged that an attempt to implement a mid-week break proved problematic where students struggled to maintain focus. Even though students only had to attend college for two consecutive days at a time, “their minds left themselves on the Wednesday” and then significant attendance issues occurred on the Thursday and Friday. Tutor 2 also attempted a later start time to accommodate students’ travel and rest needs, but found it unhelpful, as many students relied on transport that did not align with the proposed schedule. However, she noted that the student-led mid-day study group previously discussed had alleviated issues caused by a long break between lectures. Whereas students might previously “drift off” or “go to town and then go somewhere else” and “don't come back”, they are remaining on campus and learning, as evidenced by Fink (2024). Student 1 commented that, whilst he enjoys the classes that have been included on his timetable, in practice, timetabling “does change frequently and can cause issues if you're not keeping up with it”.
[bookmark: _Int_1SURZ8pL]The length of teaching session was also considered, with Tutor 1 wondering if a three-hour session for a Level 2 practical class is too long, suggesting instead having two one and a half hour lessons. He felt that being creative for that long can be challenging for these students and he would welcome looking at the timetable from a student point of view in terms of how the sessions could better benefit the teaching and learning. This aligns with the work of Huddleston & Unwin (2024), with Tutor 2 agreeing that Level 2 Students should “have lots of breaks but not long breaks”, also citing the example of her class having ‘Essential English Skills’ for two hours in the morning and ‘Theory’ for three hours in the afternoon. She said: “I'm sorry - what good is this for them? They are vocational students being force-fed again!”. Tutor 1 also bemoaned the rigid nature of delivery, stating that you have “not got the flexibility to go off on a tangent”, as Bashir (2020) suggest. If the practical lessons remain at three hours, the possibility of incorporating more breaks would benefit the students, Tutor 1 believed. “In the breaks, generally, they talk about the course and solving issues” he claimed, and “they don't actually break from work…I sometimes observe them in the queue and they're still going on about the course. They haven't actually switched off”. However, it was thought that, if managers saw them in the refectory, “they would think it was very bad”. Tutor 1 believed that a change of environment when you are learning so much at once is vital, but was unsure as to how this could be put into a lesson plan, or how his managers would view it.

5. [bookmark: _Toc185674574]LIMITATIONS
It is acknowledged that, within this study, not all the data directly addressed the research question, which raises two key considerations. It is possible that the research questions or interview prompts were not sufficiently clear, specific or aligned with the intended focus, leading to responses that diverged from the central objectives. As Creswell and Poth (2016) highlight, poorly constructed questions can result in vague or unrelated data, which may limit the depth and focus of findings. Furthermore, participants may have misunderstood or interpreted the questions in ways unintended by the researcher. Bryman (2016) argues that interpretation differences can arise due to ambiguous phrasing, varied levels of comprehension or differing contexts in qualitative studies. This can result in responses that, while relevant to participants, do not align with the researcher’s objectives.
This researcher found conducting the first interview challenging with Tutor 1 as it was his first experience in conducting this type of data collection with a colleague (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). Perhaps the suitability of selecting an inexperienced lecturer, the researcher’s lack of confidence, unclear questioning or difficulty probing for deeper responses may have limited the quality of the data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This reflects the learning curve often encountered in qualitative research, where interview skills develop over time with practice and reflection (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015) as evidenced in interview 2. However, despite the improvement in terms of delivery, the student participant lacked the depth of knowledge or insight needed to fully address the research questions, which raises concerns about participant selection (Cohen, et al., 2017). As Bell et al. (2024) note, choosing appropriate participants is crucial for ensuring data relevance and, in hindsight, including a third member of staff or a manager might have provided more meaningful data due to their broader experience and strategic perspective. Interview 3 with Tutor 2 provided the greatest amount of evidence and, whilst the long responses can offered rich, detailed insights into the interviewee's thoughts, feelings and experiences, perhaps her responses made it difficult to extract the relevant data and analyse it due to its volume (Powney & Watts, 2018). In further research, this researcher could use focused, open-ended follow-up questions or prompts to steer the conversation (Patton, et al., 2017), or summarise what the interviewee has said by asking for clarification on key points (Powney & Watts, 2018).
It is acknowledged that the limitations of having only three participants, particularly with differing experiences and perspectives, might have made it challenging to answer the research question comprehensively (Patton, et al., 2017). The differing experiences and opinions of the divergent participants may reflect the complexity of the research issue, but caused difficulties to derive clear, unified conclusions (Morse, 2015).
Finally, this researcher found it extremely difficult to limit the analysis to the themes identified due to the limited wordcount.

6. [bookmark: _Toc185674575]CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS
This research study has found that a student-centred environment for Level 2 vocational students could be created by fostering active participation, autonomy, and engagement. This involves tailoring learning experiences to students’ interests and needs and offering opportunities for student choice in the learning process. Incorporating diverse teaching strategies (e.g., video logs, peer-led activities), and ensuring access to necessary support services are also key. Additionally, fostering strong relationships between students and educators, creating a supportive atmosphere, and encouraging regular feedback from students can significantly enhance the learning experience. However, the findings suggest that, without supportive and engaged managers (Appendix 3) attempts by tutors to improve provision, creating a student-centred learning environment, will be limited.
The recommendations below apply to this researcher’s own FEI and further research needs to be undertaken to better understand whether the issues discussed in this study are replicated throughout the FEI sector in Wales. The evidence gathered here suggests that the college should ensure that robust support systems are in place for Level 2 students, particularly those with ALN. While college promotional materials highlight available support to students, the actual delivery can be inconsistent due to budget constraints and staffing issues. To this end, this study recommends that the FEI should: 
· Carry out regular auditing of ALN support provision to identify and address gaps;
· Employing suitably trained dedicated support staff to assist students in areas like written assignments and relevant research skills; 
· Implementing an accessible, reliable process for tutors to refer students needing extra academic or well-being support. 
To address socio-economic disparities among students and ensure access to essential ICT tools, the FEI should: 
· Develop loan schemes for laptops, Wi-Fi hotspots, other technologies and training for those students who lack access; 
· Provide dedicated computer spaces or rooms for Creative Arts students to facilitate both theoretical and practical learning; 
· Regularly update and maintain digital equipment such as DAW software and recording studio technology. 
The FEI should also develop consistent and student-centric timetabling, essential to improving student engagement and learning outcomes. Consideration should be given to: 
· Offering shorter, more focused practical sessions to sustain student attention and creativity; 
· Maintaining a stable weekly timetable to minimise confusion and improve attendance;
· Providing structured breaks that encourage informal learning, peer collaboration, and discussion outside the classroom. 
The FEI should strengthen student-centred learning approaches that support differentiation and autonomy in learning by providing: 
· Training for tutors on flexible teaching strategies that cater to diverse learning styles, such as video logs, speech-to-text tools, and practical demonstrations; 
· Reducing the emphasis on rigid lesson plans and schemes of work, empowering tutors to adapt delivery to students’ evolving needs; 
· Promoting initiatives like student-led study groups and peer leadership opportunities to foster ownership of learning and teamwork. 
The evidence suggests that, within the FEI, there are issues with the course management and communication that need addressing urgently. To address these issues, as well as improving staff satisfaction, the following measures are recommended: 
· Assign consistent ‘home rooms’ for Level 2 students to provide a safe and stable learning environment, supporting their transition from school to college;
· Streamline communication channels for staff to raise concerns about student issues, ensuring prompt and supportive responses from line managers;
· Provide professional development for managers to improve staff support processes and reduce redirection to ineffective systems. 
Finally, it is recommended that student well-being and pastoral support needs to be expanded, recognising the social and emotional challenges faced by Level 2 students. Therefore, the FEI needs to: 
· Increase the visibility and accessibility of well-being officers and support services by offering flexible appointment times and drop-in sessions; 
· Facilitate workshops on mental health, communication skills, and resilience to help students navigate personal challenges; 
· Strengthen collaboration between tutors, pastoral staff, and external agencies to deliver holistic support for students’ academic and personal development.
These recommendations address the critical issues of student support, differentiation, student-centred learning, student engagement, resources, course management and timetabling, aiming to create a student-centred  learning environment for Level 2 Vocational Students in a Further Education Institution in Wales.
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Participant Name:
Interviewer Name: D. Huw Morgan
Interviewer Programme of Study: Professional Doctorate, UWTSD

Research Learning Supervisor: Dr Alex Bell, UNTSD

Participation Agreement to be interviewed:

Tagree to participate in rescarch entitled ‘How can a student-centred learning environment be created for Level 2 vocational students in a further education college in Wales?”. T understand
that the purpose of this study is to examine my experiences and views of delivering vocational education to Level 2 students in a Further Education establishment in Wales. I understand that

this will involve me being an interviewee in a relatively short 20-30 minute semi-structured interview.
T understand that this interview will be recorded and transcribed for s only in D. Huw Morgan’s study for the DProf programme at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David.

T understand that my name or any reference to my identity will be kept anonymous in this study and, for any subsequent use, I will be asked again for my consent. I understand that the storage
of the recordings and transcriptions relating to this interview will be anonymous; safely secured and will not be used for any other purpose other than this study, and will be subsequently

destroyed after the use intended.

T understand that I may withdraw from the study at any point with all records of my contribution removed without having to provide a reason.

Interviewee Signature:
Interviewer Signature:

Date of Interview:

A copy of this agreement should be retained by both interviewer and interviewee.
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Questions:

Personal
What is your own educational background and what experience do you bring to your role?

General Perceptions
How would you describe your overall experience teaching Level 2 vocational courses?
Prompt: "Think about both the positive and challenging aspects." Hint: Explore workload, job satisfaction, and personal fulfilment.

What do you believe is the purpose of Level 2 vocational education in FE?
Prompt: "Consider its role in students' academic, personal, and career development." Hint: Ask about the perceived value to students and society.

Teaching and Learning
What teaching methods have you found most effective for Level 2 vocational students?
Prompt: "You might think about hands-on activities, group work, or technology use." Hint: Focus on strategies that engage students and improve outcomes.

What challenges do you face when trying to engage Level 2 vocational students?
Prompt: "For example, think about attendance, behaviour, or motivation." Hint: Ask about specific challenges and how they are addressed.

How do you adapt your teaching to meet the diverse needs of your students?
Prompt: "Consider students with different learning styles, abilities, or personal circumstances.”  Hint: Probe for differentiation strategies and inclusivity.

Support and Resources
Do you feel the available resources and facilities are adequate for teaching Level 2 vocational courses?
Prompt: "Consider things like workshop space, technology, or teaching materials." Hint: Ask about resource gaps or areas for improvement.

How well-supported do you feel by managers in the institution in delivering Level 2 vocational education?
Prompt: "Think about support in terms of training, guidance, or leadership." Hint: Encourage insights into institutional culture and practices.

What additional support or resources would help you deliver these courses more effectively?
Prompt: "Think about both material resources and professional development." Hint: Explore ideas for improving teaching conditions.

Student Engagement and Outcomes
What strategies do you use to encourage attendance and engagement among your students?
Prompt: "For example, think about rewards, flexible schedules, or communication with parents." Hint: Ask for examples of both successes and challenges.

Professional Reflection

If you could change three aspects of delivering Level 2 vocational education, what would they be and why?
Prompt: "This might involve curriculum, resources, or institutional policies."

Hint: Look for deeper reflections on systemic or structural challenges.
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The collected data and interrogated (Charmaz, 2006).
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Data provided by Tutor 2, which may be the basis of future investigation. Whilst not directly
related to the question of this research, it does pose many further questions of FEIl strategic

leaders and lawmakers.

“I think in my experience for Level 2 Vocational, it is: let's ram as
much down their throats as quickly as possible in the shortest
amount of time so they can be Level Three, because that's our goal”.
Let's get them into GCSE resit classes. Let's get them into Key Skills
or Essential Skills or whatever skills, they're calling it this year. For
good measure, now let's get them to do another GCSE. Let's get
them to do Welsh Baccalaureate as well. Oh, by the way, let's do
their full course. Let’s dish out a big dinner for them to try and get
them to eat it before they get on to Level Three, because frankly,
they're not valued in this college until they're Level Three. But the
problem with that, is that the reason why they're on Level Two is
because they haven't been able to consume that meal at school.
They haven't been able to get all those qualifications at school. So
we're approaching learning the from the wrong end with our

learners.”
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