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[bookmark: _Toc170112457][bookmark: _Toc170112712][bookmark: _Toc170112876]Chapter 1: Introduction 

	Teaching in a further education college in south Wales for the past eight years has demonstrated the trend in varying students’ readiness to succeed at this level. Wales’s educational landscape is currently undergoing significant changes to its curriculum and to curriculum reform. With the publication of Donaldson’s Successful Futures (2015) and the new Curriculum for Wales (CfW) being implemented across the country from September 2022, Wales’s need to consider the impact of these changes across teaching institutions, including post 16 provision has become paramount. Inevitably, any curriculum reform will bring about change and the need for adjustment from learners, senior leadership and educational managers. The new Curriculum for Wales (CfW) does not consider (as it stands at the moment) further education and post 16 provision in the four purposes, and how this will impact teachers and the structure of post 16 provision in the future. Although a wider aspect of the educational landscape, the on-going changes and development in Wales filter into further education and learners’ overall learning experiences. Learners’ experiences at GCSE (General Certificate of Secondary Education) level are playing more of a significant part in their future subject choices at AS (Advanced Subsidiary) level and how they perceive their own readiness to take on the challenges that AS levels raise. Outside of curriculum reform and wider political changes, other factors including prior experience, own perception and belief in capabilities and subject choice all play a part in determining how students see their own level of preparedness for this level of study. Perceived preparedness within the context of the research means how ready students feel from an academic stance to succeed with their AS level studies. 
Within further education specifically, although the provision is vast, a high number of learners complete two years of A level study in order to progress onto university, with on average, between 200 and 230 students at the organisation choosing to study A levels and entering their first year (AS level) each September. However, how they perceive their own readiness for this level of study having completed schooling and their GCSE examinations can vary. Factors including their GCSE experience, subject choice and innate factors such as motivation and aptitude all play a role in shaping how learners perceive their own preparedness for AS level study. As a lecturer within the A level department and someone who is continuously supporting students through this pivotal time in their education, I have noticed a decline in the level of existing skills they possess in relation to my own subject area; skills that I would expect them to already have a sound knowledge of, and that they can apply, from GCSE. The nature of the research aims to find out the extent that students perceive themselves to be ready for AS levels, and the reasons behind this. The study did not use any students who are part of the More Able and Talented (MAT) programme within the college, as they are not representative of the cohort as a whole; they only make up an estimated 20% of the AS level cohort for the 2023 – 2024 academic year. MAT learners are those students who have achieved a minimum of 6 A*s or above in their GCSEs. In order for the research to be more reliable, sampling students who are studying the typical offer within the organisation of three AS levels, plus the new Advanced Skills Baccalaureate Wales (AdvSBW), which replaced the current Welsh Baccalaureate in September 2023, was essential. This demographic of learners is typical for this institution with the majority of the cohort fitting into these categories. 
In terms of positionality, as a current further education lecturer, I am continuously seeing the challenges faced by students and staff in producing outcomes and preparing students for AS level exams. However, there remains little research focusing on further education and those students who choose to leave school for their post 16 education. Contextually, local feeder schools in and around the surrounding area of the organisation do not have sixth forms or sixth form provision, meaning that for the majority of learners, attending college is the most appropriate and often only option. Therefore, conducting this research at a time of political change, educational reform as well as amidst the backlash of the COVID-19 pandemic still playing a factor in student development, it is pivotal in assessing what prior learning experiences students have and how best lecturers can support them to thrive in a changing yet challenging future. 



[bookmark: _Toc170112458][bookmark: _Toc170112713][bookmark: _Toc170112877]Chapter 2: Literature Review

	The literature review aims to assess and evaluate the current pool of literature surrounding perceived preparedness and transition of students. From a detailed literature search, it can be determined that the amount of literature that focuses solely on this aspect of transition from GCSE (which is the General Certificate in Secondary Education that learners aged 16 sit), to AS level is somewhat sparse. AS level is the Advanced Subsidiary level of General Certificate in Education that young people across England and Wales can choose to study for two years to prepare them for university entry. Depending on which country of the United Kingdom learners are sitting these, their structure will differ slightly, so it is important to appreciate the context of existing literature and be mindful of the differences between England, Wales and Scotland. Post 16 research is limited with few empirical research studies focusing on how students perceive their own readiness for AS levels as they move from school to the college environment. The existing literature mainly focuses on the general transition between GCSE and AS level study, with most of it encompassing a focus on schools. The body of literature also tackles ideas around the transition of university to the world of work or from further education into higher education. What we know about exploration and research around transition between these two milestones in education is that case studies often investigate how student’s feel and perceive it. The research to date has been largely qualitative in nature and undertaken in a variety of school and post 16 settings. One key trend with the existing literature is that it is subject specific – for example, papers from Rigby (2017), Dunn (2019) and Mendick (2008) place emphasis on the Science, Technology, Mathematics and Engineering (STEM) subjects as the focus of their findings. More recent research from Stubbs et al., (2023) looks at the student perceptions of studying A levels and outlines general factors that potentially influence the learning experience. 
[bookmark: _Toc170112459][bookmark: _Toc170112714][bookmark: _Toc170112878]2.1 Preparation and Academic Transition  

	There is a varied amount of relevant research that focuses on how students perceive their academic transition from GCSE to A level. Rigby (2017) conducted a case study in one further education college in England to determine the extent students’ perceptions of subjects, specifically mathematics, were influenced by their GCSE experience. Adopting an interpretivist approach and paradigm, Rigby (2017) puts forward the notion that it’s teachers’ portrayal of a subject that plays a significant part in that subject being chosen for further study after GCSE. The case study approach did allow for an in-depth analysis into a specific setting with a group of students at a college in England, where there is a high level of student drop out within AS mathematics as well as some of the worst retention rates. Putting forward the argument that mathematics as a subject suffers more in the sense that less students choose this at AS level as opposed to subject like English, Rigby’s (2017) research seeks to answer two fundamental questions: what are students’ views of the factors that hindered the transition between GCSE and AS level? And what are students’ views of the factors that eased the transition? The research questions are student focused enabling a greater look into how student’s feel about certain aspects that potentially have the greatest influence on their choices, whilst also considering the fact that little attention has been afforded to the transition from GCSE to AS Level studies (Mendick 2008). Rigby (2017), although a case study with an interpretivist paradigm underpinning the research, adopted a questionnaire as the main data collection tool.  
Open-style questions were designed to facilitate student responses in expressing their views in a more detailed manner, but it could be argued that questionnaires did not fully gather students’ true feelings, or could have been limited by time of completion, external pressures of exams and other factors. However, semi-structured interviews were also used during the piloting phase of the research to gauge reactions to the questionnaire questions to ensure accessibility. Taking a loose mixed methods approach and style arguably limits the in-depth understanding and detail required within the case study design, but did help mitigate misconceptions of the questions. Additionally, the sample comprised 28 students from a population of 69, across both AS and A2 mathematics. A key strength of Rigby’s sampling that adds dimension to the case is that six questionnaires were completed by current students who had withdrawn from AS level mathematics within the first six weeks. Rigby (2017) not only highlights some of the key issues faced by students, but also draws our attention to the distinctive nature that some learners choose to opt out rather than completing the full year. 
	Similarly to Rigby (2017), in their critique of troubling transition from GCSE to AS level mathematics, Mendick (2008) also identified fundamental reasons behind the lack of ambition of learners to take mathematics once their pre 16 education is complete. Contrastingly to Rigby (2017), Mendick (2008) conducted a three year long qualitative study into the reasons why young people choose the subject of mathematics, which she then drew upon with a distinct effort to think critically about the role of practitioners and policy makers in influencing choice and either limiting or enhancing accessibility. Mendick (2008) highlighted that the focus from policy makers on drop out rates and retention has a part to play in the success of mathematics students. Preceding other relevant literature significantly, Mendick’s (2008) research lays the foundation for the discussion around the role of transition and how helping students transition across stages of the education sector, specifically GCSE to AS level is paramount to increasing retention. Her original study involved a narrative inquiry into two mathematics students and their ‘stories’, which she has elaborated on and tried to suggest reasons for behind subject choice, as well as drop out. 
Likewise, in her analysis of student perceptions of the GCSE syllabus, Rigby (2017) found that “twenty-three of the students believed that the GCSE syllabus had been either useful or moderately useful in supporting their transitions to AS Level” (Rigby, 2017, p. 508). This indicates a greater need to look at policy and curriculum if closing the gap between GCSE and AS level transition is to happen. Since 2017, English education systems have sought to transform GCSE provision offered in schools across the country with the first introduction of subjects being graded by numbers rather than A*-U. Rigby’s (2017) research suggests that even with GCSE reform and changes, challenges remain around student readiness for transition with 17 out of these 23 students “believed that having a solid understanding of knowledge at GCSE supported them through AS level”, but that “despite this…some students claimed that the number of topics similar at GCSE and AS level were limited” (Rigby, 2017, p.508). This shows that even with policy and curriculum reform, one key finding is that students are ultimately feeling as though there is no clear transition from GCSE to AS level. Similarly to this, Mendick (2008) claims that “there are also policy shifts…the modularisation of AS and A-levels and the tight examination schedule, which act to restrict the activities which take place in mathematics classrooms” (Mendick, 2008, p. 729). Thus, emphasising the need to consider the role of practitioners and strategies that can seek to change student perceptions, as to enhance an educational system that motivates and aids learners in successfully transitioning from pre to post 16. Although both studies consider the impact of social factors within AS level mathematics, focusing on only one subject poses its limitations. It is difficult to gauge how students across cohorts and other areas, such as the humanities, perceive the transition process. Although both Mendick (2008) and Rigby (2017) explore the need for making the transition between GCSE and AS level more accessible, the timing and currency of Mendick’s (2008) three-year study leaves much to be addressed in the way of recent curriculum reform, the impact of these on the educational landscape and how practitioners and policy makers adapt. Rigby (2017), although puts forward some interesting ideas about student perceptions, the broader nature of with the implemented research method leaves much to still be considered, including the impact of other external factors. The research states that “society’s influence will always have an impact on students’ decisions; this cannot be altered unless the curriculum is amended” (Rigby, 2017, p. 506). This shows that there is an awareness of a greater need to consider these factors on student choices and how they perceive and view their transition. 
In the same vein, Dunn (2019) holds the view that the transition between GCSE and AS level is troublesome. Dunn (2019), published after Rigby (2017) is therefore more current in light of the English GCSE reform, and also considers the role of transition within a specific subject. As previously mentioned, the body of literature that exists about this concept focuses primarily on the STEM subject areas. In his work, Dunn (2019) embraces the idea that understanding lived experiences of students is crucial if practitioners are to gain an understanding of some of the difficulties they face when transitioning through their educational journey. Dunn’s research places emphasis on the subject of biology, akin to Rigby (2017) and Mendick (2008) who also concentrate their research around the STEM subject areas. Dunn (2019) observes that there is a lack of phenomenological analysis employed in educational research that seek to address the scarcity of student experience (Dunn, 2019). With an emphasis on policy, the research argues that A levels have become harder since the political changes and the move towards exams becoming linear instead of modular. Several studies have attempted to investigate these difficulties at a subject-specific level (Mendick, 2008; Rigby, 2017, Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011), and now Dunn (2019) with his qualitative approach seeks an in-depth appreciation of the reasons why this crucial transition in education is becoming ever difficult for students. He argues that previous studies “provide a limited insight into the issue from the perspective of students’ experiences” (Dunn, 2019, p. 376). His study explored the lived experiences of secondary school students over a specific time frame of 18 months of A level study. Employing a longitudinal design frame combined with Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), Dunn (2019) is able to gather a level of rich data that allows exploration of an individual’s journey. As IPA is used to uncover how participants respond to certain experiences and situations, Dunn’s (2019) research holds the advantage of being able to explore a specific phenomenon at a much deeper level and at an individual basis. However, the data cannot be generalised to the greater population or sample, meaning that the research is somewhat limited in identifying patterns and trends across large cohorts. Furthermore, a limitation of Dunn’s (2019) chosen research design is that it doesn’t allow for reasoning behind why certain behaviours happen. One fundamental of IPA it is the examination of the subject itself, so thoughtful focus and the careful examination of experience in the way it occurs to the participants proposed originally is essential (Tuffour, 2017). The hybrid elements of IPA and the case study design of the research is also advantageous in promoting the generation of rich data with a purposively selected sample of six students from a biology class of seven. This aligns with the recommended sample size put forward by Hefferon and Gil-Rodriguez (2011) meaning that the analysis could be maintained within the context of this particular class. 
One defining feature of this particular research is the timing. This was conducted with learners who were not experiencing the changes in exam reform in England and who were still sitting modular exams for their A level studies, meaning students would sit an AS level paper in biology. This, combined with Dunn’s extensive methods of data collection have enabled a thorough analysis and discussion of actual lived experiences of students and how they interpret their transitions to emerge from the data. Dunn (2019) used reflective diaries, semi-structured interviews in the first term of the academic year, as well as specification analysis. The range of data analysis facilitates the validity of the data with a multifaceted approach allowing the data to be attributed to a particular group of students at a particular time and place of their academic journeys. Of course, one limitation of this design is that the sample is small and cannot be generalised to the wider population of the student body or even across subjects as the lived experiences in each subject could be vastly different. To make connections with Rigby (2017) and Mendick (2008), Dunn successfully captures the problematic nature of transition for students with a clear focus on their lived experiences and how these influence their transition, with an in-depth use of IPA and a qualitative approach. 
Additionally, Rushton and Wilson (2015) in their research into teachers’ and employers’ views of the transition from GCSE to A level mathematics also point out the emerging trend of students not being able to fully access the subject at a higher level. In a wider consultation with Oxford, Cambridge and RSA (OCR) Examinations Mathematics GCSE redevelopment work, stakeholders from across the country fed into two questionnaires (one for schools and colleges, one for employers) to comment on the transition of students from GCSE to A level. The researchers worked with the OCR redevelopment team for mathematics to ensure clarity and consistency for the questions to be posed within the questionnaire providing an element of validity and reliability. A key strength of this method is in the piloting phase of the questionnaire before disseminating it to a total 2,085 schools and colleges who offer A level Mathematics through OCR with the aim of redeveloping the qualification. Convenience sampling was utilised to recruit participants in a key professional role by personal institutional links, and snowball sampling to reach the desired number or sample saturation. However, one weakness of this method of sampling is that time will inevitably influence the sample and is very much a gradual process that can sometimes hinder the ability to gather in-depth data about phenomena. Also, snowball sampling is dependent on selection bias and the research is at risk of becoming distorted early on in the process (Parker et al., 2019). Evidence of this is highlighted in the final sample size of the research, with 143 questionnaires being distributed to employers, with only 35 returned. This significantly limits the data collected and viewpoints of the research issue making generalisability to the wider population harder. However, Rushton and Wilson (2015) achieved an 8.6% response rates from the questionnaires that were distributed to schools (179 schools responded). This slightly more promising as a form of considering perceptions of GCSE to A level transition in a Mathematics. Subsequent findings from this research, although arguably limited through the chosen sampling technique indicate that there is a common trend of teachers feeling that students are lacking key skills to successfully and effectively make the transition to A level study. Interestingly, key findings from this research differ to that of Rigby (2017) who found that the majority of students feel somewhat prepared for A level study, however, this study has found that teachers are concerned about the lack of fundamental skills in mathematics that students need to transition into post 16. 
Overall, recent literature that focuses on students’ ability to make the transition between GCSE to AS level differs. All aforementioned research utilises the STEM subjects as their main focus leaving much to be further researched in terms of other factors besides academic rigour that can hinder students’ ability to successfully begin post 16 study. Additionally, the lack of literature that addresses other schools of subjects such as humanities and social sciences presents an area in need of further development and review to gain a deeper understanding of how transition from GCSE to post 16 works at all subject levels. 
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Another key focus of existing research within this area that is important to consider is how prepared students themselves feel about taking on their A level studies. Of course, these experiences could be different depending on a range of factors such as prior experience, intrinsic motivation factors, work ethic and teacher/parent influences. One current piece of research conducted by Stubbs et al., (2023) focuses specifically on student perceptions and how they perceive the factors effecting the learning experience. In total 136 A level learners in England were sampled after eight headteachers agreed to distribute an online questionnaire. The questionnaire design featured opportunities to describe their sixth form experience in three words and justify these choices. A limitation of this approach is that it is focused only those schools with sixth forms and does not consider post 16 provision such as further education colleges or academies who also offer A levels. From the open-ended questions and text boxes that had no limitations imposed in terms of word count, students could freely justify their choices and attempt to explain their reasoning. However, the method is flawed as with online surveys as it relies on the researcher interpreting the data themselves often limiting nuances and complex information to be obtained. In spite of this method, Stubbs et al., (2023) highlight five major themes that emerged from the data provided in relation to categories of how students feel about their sixth form experience from employing Braun and Clarke’s (2022) reflexive thematic analysis, a method which values the level of subjectivity from the researcher and seeks to enhance the data rather than limit it. The themes identified and analysed across the research were: stressful, content heavy, pressure, independence and community. These five themes formed the basis of all analysis for the research and enables reasoning behind why students feel this way about their studies. Stubbs et al., (2023) provide a baseline of key themes that are common across other existing literature and seek to find answers as to how they can contribute to fostering a positive learning experience. It puts forward the idea that educational practices need to provide explicit guidance whilst cultivating a level of autonomy amongst learners to find the balance between including the student as active participants in their studies whilst supporting them to succeed. 
Congruently, Brown (2021) and Nash et al., (2021) are in line with the stream of thought that surrounds the need to pay attention to learner voice and how students actually experience transition and their preparation for AS level study. To do so, she utitlised Eccles’s work on the Expectancy Value Model (EVM) of achievement motivation, which suggests that a student’s belief about ability and expectations drive predicted grades and outcomes. Tied closely to identity and the link between identity and achievement, the research considers socioeconomic background and ethnicity as well as perceived preparedness, making the sample more relevant, unique and robust, as Rigby (2017), Stubbs et al., (2023), and Dunn (2019) primarily focused on an academic perspective only. In Brown’s (2021) qualitative research, convenience sampling was used to identify ten appropriate schools with sixth form provision in England. Although this was useful in identifying initial schools that could be participants, there is limited criteria on which selection is based. However, the research utilised purposive sampling to conduct qualitative semi-structured interviews incorporating the variables of socioeconomic background and ethnicity. By including these factors into the research, Brown (2021) focuses on perceived preparedness from a new perspective and highlights the importance of considering these factors as influential; other literature tends to just focus on academic achievement of students rather than wider issues. Subsequently, those purposively selected sample included nine male and eleven female participants, offering breadth to the findings. Brown (2021) maintains that students perceive A levels as important for their future jobs with 181 references to this across the study, which was closely linked to how they view themselves, showing a cultural element that A levels have been stigmatised as a qualification that can determine a learner’s future. 
Brown’s (2021) work is complemented by Nash et al., (2021) study of resilience amongst sixth form learners, taking a more holistic view throughout their qualitative study with A level learners. Designing two questionnaires which were quantitative and qualitative in nature with a mixture of closed and open-ended questions, Nash et al., (2021) crucially embark on collating data that also considers the influence of other factors and the role play in students’ levels of resilience when undertaking A levels, however analysing two data sets poses limitations of understanding the notion of resilience within this particular research. The research design included two questionnaires within two studies to provide an opportunity for participating students to voice their thoughts and feelings about their transition in to sixth form. Study one looked at students who were studying for AS and A levels in year 12 and 13 and were recruited following personal contact with relevant institutions. There were four participating schools with a response rate of 806 students, arguably increasing generalisability across cohorts. However, in study two, participants were recruited by the researchers using random sampling and approaching institutions according to geographical location. A limitation of this study lies within the design approach and sampling methods with little rationale behind the justification of chosen methods. Compared to the work of Brown (2021) and Dunn (2021), this research fails to consistently indicate a link between resilience and transition, although some key findings are put forward. After analysis of the data, Nash et al., (2021) stated that “sixth form institutions also have a unique role in supporting student mental well-being and in enhancing student resilience” (p. 165), showing that there is credit in considering other factors that will influence a student’s experience. Overall, both these studies effectively highlight the complexity of transition, of learners and of the multitude of factors that will influence their experiences. 
The existing literature holds value in its currency with much focusing on student perceptions of their own experiences of transition and readiness post COVID-19. Amidst the changes to curriculum reform across England and Wales, the research is therefore timely in addressing a gap in the literature by proposing a qualitative, interpretivist approach to explore student experiences of transition from GCSE to A-level. The focus is not just on how they perceive their readiness, but more importantly on the lived experiences of how and why students feel this way. It has become clear that further attention needs to be paid to actively listening to students to inform and implement curriculum changes and decisions. Therefore, the research presents findings derived from two research questions: 
1. To what extent do learners feel prepared for the rigours of AS level study? 
2. In what ways can practitioners best support the transition from school to further education in order to enhance the learning experience? 
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[bookmark: _Toc170112462][bookmark: _Toc170112717][bookmark: _Toc170112881]3.1 Paradigm and Research Design 

	When designing the research, my own positionality and construct of knowledge was considered, as well as epistemological and ontological perspectives. Epistemological outlook of the research is interpretivism, meaning the belief that knowledge has scope as well as limitations is obtained through interpreting the world in which we live (Smeyers, 2013). The research is centred with an ontological view that reality is constructed through our experiences and within social contexts that are relevant to the individual, making the over-arching ontological stance of the research social constructivism. These two paradigms complement the focus of the research and the idea of ‘perceived preparedness’ amongst learners. The lived experiences of participants will inevitably play a role in shaping their responses and discussions when participating in the research and it has been a school of thought that is often considered to show potential in contributing to our understanding of education and educational research (Wignall, 1998). Education is a complex entity and is experienced differently by numerous learners across a range of key stages, so as subjectivist interpretivist research generally contends that real-life situations are not clearly defined (Wignall, 1998), the subjective interpretivist approach is appropriate. Ontologically, taking the stance of social constructionism and that reality is constructed through social interactions and experiences, the research aims to find the link between the experience of learners and how this has impacted their perceptions of their own readiness when making the transition from GCSE to AS level. Social constructivism seeks to understand phenomena through the perceptions of those who are being studied or are at centre of the investigation (Hiller, 2016), which also lead to the decision of the research design and data collection tools. 
	My own positionality has to be acknowledged within the wider study and its implications. As a lecturer, I have inevitably witnessed certain characteristics that could indicate a student’s level of readiness for AS level study, so it is important to point out that I recognise the potential biases of the research that stem from own construction of knowledge and reality. Additionally, the role of ‘insider research’ or undertaking research as an ‘insider’ is explored by Mercer (2007) who puts forward the notion that the power relationships between participants and researcher co-exist and insider researchers usually have considerable credibility and rapport with the subjects (p. 7). Considering this, one of the advantages of being an insider within the institution and investigating a phenomenon seen across my own practice, is that the production of qualitative data can be more reliable when trying to an understand the participants’ lived experiences and responses to the proposed research questions. The overall design and paradigms adopted for the study are in line with a qualitative approach so that rich, meaningful data can be collected, analysed and interpreted. 
	The case study design is explanatory in nature, meaning that the research findings aim to explain the causes and consequences of the problem being addressed, often considering the “broad issues in society, institutions, and relationships” (Hancock et al., 2021, p. 45). The fundamental institution in question is the post 16 sector, and specifically, a further education college, however they are often criticised for their lack of scientific rigour and ability to provide a basis for generalisability (Crowe et al., 2011). However, as argued by Takahashi and Araujo (2020) “cases benefit from depth rather than breadth as they: provide theoretical and empirical knowledge; contribute to theory through propositions; confirm knowledge, but also to challenge and overturn preconceived notions” (p. 108).  Subsequently, this supports the need for an interpretative approach as qualitative data and the research questions seek to find and understand insights into students’ perceived preparedness. Advantages of this chosen design also include the ability for the researcher to collect multi-faceted information of complex issues in their real-life settings and they can be used to explain or explore events in the everyday contexts in which the occur (Yin, 1994). In the case of this research, the real-life context was current AS level students reflecting on their GCSE experiences and their level of preparedness for AS level studies across their range of subjects. 
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	The sampling technique employed across the study was purposive sampling to intentionally select the appropriate participants for the study and who are most relevant to answer the research questions. The general sample consisted of AS level learners who were studying in a post 16 further education college. The key characteristics utilised were: participants need to be studying three AS level subjects and the Advanced Skills Baccalaureate Wales (ASBW), not be part of the More Able and Talented (MAT) programme within the college and be representative of the range of subjects on offer within the organisation (that is ensuring that not all students are studying the same or overly similar combinations of subjects). This was critical when identifying the participants as ideally, the selected numbers should have the required characteristics to stand as a general representative for the rest of the population (Nyimbili and Nyimbili, 2024). This also supports the decision to exclude the MAT learners from the research as they are not representative of the majority of students within the institution, or those who are studying AS levels. 
Although the sampling method aimed to gather information from a range of participants, not all findings can be generalised due to the interpretivist nature of the study. However, the sample size did encourage debate and discussion around the wider issue being explored. The purposive sampling technique was also made easier through my own access to the current AS cohort, but I obtained gatekeeper permission to use the information that the organisation holds on students (subject choices, combinations) for research purposes and identified the most suitable sample in line with purposive sampling techniques. One criticism of using this information is that the sample could have been influenced by researcher bias in subconsciously looking for those students who study AS English as part of their programme. Having said this, the sample does reflect a good range of subjects including humanities, social sciences and science and maths in both the focus groups and the interviews. It is worthy to note that the original proposed sample was six students for the semi – structured interviews, however, due to a somewhat lack of engagement with the research and external factors, only four students were willing to participate in an interview (two female and two male students). The chosen data collection tools and their limitations are discussed within the next section. 




[bookmark: _Toc170112464][bookmark: _Toc170112719][bookmark: _Toc170112883]3.3 Data collection 
3.3.1 Focus groups 
	In order to develop a critical understanding of perceived preparedness amongst AS level learners, two types of data collection methods were utilised. These were focus groups (two groups were conducted) and semi-structured interviews with four students. The focus groups aimed to encourage a more open discussion about the issue at hand, whilst the semi – structured interviews to serve complement the fundamental ideas and patterns that emerged. Having two data sets proved invaluable when finding comparable themes and patterns. One key advantage of the use of focus groups was that they can be used at any point in the research over the course of duration. For the purposes of the research, data collection took place in March where students had already been studying their chosen subjects for around 6 months. They were arguably well established and settled at this point in the year, however, the focus groups did aim to gain an insight about the pressure and influence of the upcoming exams. In spite of the timing, the focus group enabled a focused and sustained discussion around how prepared students felt for AS level studies and were able to be used effectively as to produce qualitative data whilst providing insights into the attitudes and perceptions of the participants (Gizir, 2007). This increased the internal reliability of the responses and encouraged students to open their minds up to responding to other viewpoints and opinions. Criticism and limitations of focus groups include a lack of anonymity and being hindered by the number of participants they can accommodate to be effective, however, two focus groups were conducted with 6 students in each. One key strength of the focus group design was that questions and discussion topics were prepopulated to the sample participants so they had time to reflect on and generate ideas for sharing. This approach also helped mitigate any participants feeling uneasy and managing expectations. The focus group responses were captured through making physical notices of key points, quotes and themes that emerged as the participants conversed. 
3.3.2 Semi-structured interviews 

	To complement the focus groups, semi-structured interviews were also designed and conducted with four participants. These participants were different to those who were involved in the two focus groups. Justification for differing participants was so that the data collected remained detailed and relevant to the research questions, whilst offering varying perspectives from participants who shared certain characteristics. One key difference between the dynamic of the focus groups and interviews was that students were able to interact with their peers during the focus groups and it was an approach that offered a more natural response to prompt questions and stimulus. In the interviews, the participants were more reserved to speak openly about their experiences, perhaps reflecting some of the problematic issues of insider research as highlighted by Mercer (2007). However, a pivotal aspect of the interviews was the flexibility to use probing questions and pose these to participants to determine more in-depth responses to certain questions. It also maintained the natural dialogue between researcher and participant and encouraged an open conversation. Although the interview is a powerful method, as the researcher it was important to remain aware of interview bias (Cohen et al., 2007). I made a determined and conscious effort to remain neutral in the interviews and to to steer participants in a certain direction, wanting them to answer questions freely. My own inexperience of conducting interviews is arguably also a limitation of this chosen method as it could have altered the results and data, however, providing participants with the questions in advance and giving them time to think about their responses aimed to mitigate this possibility. A copy of the semi-structured interview questions can be found in the appendices. 
[bookmark: _Toc170112465][bookmark: _Toc170112720][bookmark: _Toc170112884]3.4 Data analysis 

The data generated from both the interviews and focus groups was analysed and coded using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis. As qualitative data, the most appropriate method for drawing out key patterns and trends from the data was to apply the five steps of Braun and Clarke’s work. The focus group data was analysed first, consisting of an observation sheet of a record of significant conversations, quotes and reactions form students across both groups. These were then compared with a concentration on the subjects the students were taking at AS level as well as their past experiences of GCSE and how they are finding AS level studies so far. Similarly, the interviews were coded through looking at language and words used by participants in response to question and then grouped into themes. 
[bookmark: _Toc170112466][bookmark: _Toc170112721][bookmark: _Toc170112885]3.5 Consent 

An information sheet was provided for all participants before any data collection commenced. Informed consent was obtained in paper form from all participants for both the interviews and the focus groups. An information sheet including a copy of the questions was given to all participants prior to the interview and they had the opportunity to ask any questions. This was sent to the participants who agreed to partake in the study prior to data collection and they signed a physical copy before taking part. It as important to follow all BERA (2024) guidelines throughout the whole research process to mitigate any harm or risk to participants.  Although participants had the option to not answer any question they didn’t want to on the interview schedule, all participants answered all questions as well as follow up or probing questions. This was helpful in creating a natural dialogue with participants whilst adding detail and depth to the data.  Specifically relating to the focus groups, participants were informed that notes from observations of the discussion will be made and used as part of the data analysis process. The focus group was not audio or video recorded as I felt this would hinder the openness and freedom of the participants so I decided to complete a focus group observation sheet that can be found in the appendices to record trends, patterns, key quotes form participants. For those participants who were under 18 at the time of data collection, participate assent was provided as well as an information sheet for parents including a detailed summary of the research purposes and processes. 	 
[bookmark: _Toc170112467][bookmark: _Toc170112722][bookmark: _Toc170112886]3.6 Ethical Considerations 

	The BERA (2024) guidelines for conducting educational research were adhered to throughout the study and at all points of data collection, analysis and storing of data. As an inside researcher, consideration of any potential risk to participants were mitigated. Participants were given an information sheet with detailed explanations of what the research entails and what is expected of learners. 
[bookmark: _Toc170112468][bookmark: _Toc170112723][bookmark: _Toc170112887]Chapter 4: Findings and Analysis 

	At the end of data collection, a total of 11 AS students had participated in a focus group and four learners had participated in a semi-structured interview. Of those learners, across both methods of data collection, 60% were female and 40% were male. Although, it is important to note that only 15 participants were recruited in total for the study. The initial aim was to conduct six interviews, however due to a lack of engagement with the research (possibly impacted by the time of year) only four could be managed. Also, the focus group numbers consisted of 5 in one group and 6 in the other. There was generally an even representation of male and female students in both focus group with a range of combinations of subjects. The results and findings are in relation to the previously proposed research questions and provide an interesting insight into how prepared learners feel for their AS studies but the findings also consider how practitioners can best support the transition from school to further education. In both focus groups and interviews, learners reflected on their current level of preparedness as well as considering the best ways they could be supported to ensure their success at this level. 
1. To what extent do learners feel prepared for the rigours of AS level study? 
2. In what ways can practitioners best support the transition from school to further education in order to enhance the learning experience? 

[bookmark: _Toc170112469][bookmark: _Toc170112724][bookmark: _Toc170112888]4.1 Focus group findings 

	To conduct the focus groups effectively, participants were given four prompt questions as stimulus to help aid the discussion. These were distributed beforehand so that participants could think about their responses to them and mitigate any ethical considerations by allowing students to choose if they wanted to contribute to all questions. Participants were willing to respond to all questions and this strengthened the dialogue and conversation amongst the learners. The dynamics of the chosen focus group sample was also highly effective in initiating conversation and debate amongst learners, leading to productive explorations of the prompt questions. Braun and Clarke’s (2013) six step approach to thematic analysis, the focus groups were able to analysed, codes generated and themes identified. The themes that emerged were consistent across both focus groups and were identified through the occurrence of key words relating to each theme. For example, when participants referred to the word “challenging” or “overwhelming” this was most often associated with workload and pressure. The same approach was applied to the coding and analysis of the interviews which brought about the following emerging themes: workload and pressure, subject choice and prior knowledge, Welsh language, strategies implemented and, overcoming setbacks and key differences. The findings from each theme are explored in more detail in the following sub sections. 
[bookmark: _Toc170112470][bookmark: _Toc170112725][bookmark: _Toc170112889]4.2 Interview findings

	The semi-structured interviews revealed key findings in response to the eight questions that were posed that complemented the overarching research questions. The aim was to find out student perceptions of their perceived preparedness for AS level study and how they feel about the support they receive from the college in making that transition. Two female students and two female male students were interviewed who were studying a range of subject combination subjects as well as the Advanced Skills Baccalaureate Wales. 
[bookmark: _Toc170112471][bookmark: _Toc170112726][bookmark: _Toc170112890]4.3 Theme 1: Workload and pressure

	Arguably the most prominent theme to emerge from both data collection methods was how students felt about workload and pressure. Both the prompt question for the focus group and questions one and two in the interview schedule facilitated discussion about how prepared students felt when making the transition from GCSE to AS level study. There were some negative comments about the impact that workload and pressure has had on learners. In the first focus group it was highlighted that the biggest challenge was adapting to the amount of free time you have as learner in college compared to being in school. One learner mentioned that the level of independence was the biggest shock when beginning studying at this level rather than the content of subjects themselves. The majority of participants across both focus groups indicated that school and GCSE experience did not fully prepare them for managing their own time when they first started their AS studies. Likewise, three out of four participants who were interviewed also reported that they did take time to adapt to a new way of working from school. Two of these participants also commented on the change of environment being a factor. 
In the interviews, all participants commented on the amount of work and the pressure that comes with in terms of studying and independence. When asked to elaborate on their perceived preparedness and experience so far about AS levels, participants said the following: 

Participant A: “I feel like the workload is probably what surprised me the most, I did expect it but I do feel that’s the main difference from GCSE. The amount is a lot.”


Participant B: “They’ve been challenging in a lot of different ways to GCSEs. AS levels have been a lot of independent study so we’ve learnt stuff once in class and then we’re moving on. It’s difficult but I also find it motivating… It’s been rather tough to revise because it’s all new spec and stuff but, um, I find it enjoyable and it does make me feel smart as well. It’s much better than GCSE in my opinion. I feel I was a bit unprepared for what they actually entailed and I do partially blame that on the GCSE spec and stuff”. 


Participant D: “I wasn’t expecting the amount of independent study you are walked through your GCSES but not with AS levels. The amount of independence was a shock”. 

The above quotes from participants reveal that they are aware of the workload and pressure in AS levels, and this is demonstrated mainly through them comparing it with their GCSE experience. This has also been highlighted through the work of Rigby (2017) who conclude that students are only somewhat prepared for AS level study, and it can be said that workload is the biggest challenge affecting students’ perceived preparedness. 

[bookmark: _Toc170112472][bookmark: _Toc170112727][bookmark: _Toc170112891]4.4 Theme 2: Subject choice and prior knowledge 

	In their accounts of the reasoning behind choosing certain subjects and whether or not these impacted their perceived preparedness, all participants in both the focus groups and interviews commented on how these have a greater influence on how prepared they felt to tackle the challenges of AS level study. For those learners within the focus groups who were studying mainly humanities-based subjects, they made comments about how not having any prior GCSE experience and knowledge helped enhance their adaptation. For example, one learner in each focus group was studying Media, something not offered at GCSE in the school they came from, both of these participants commented on how it has not hindered their ability to adapt to new content and the fact that has proven more of a benefit of not relying on prior knowledge and content. For instance, when asked about how prepared they were for each subject individually, participants said the following: 
Participant A: “I can trace similarities between GCSE and AS levels, but the sociology course has been designed for those with no prior knowledge but I did actually do it for GCSE. In that respect I feel prepared – in history, all of the papers at GCSE have sources it’s the same in AS. But one of the main struggles is the content – and one of the paper’s is structured in a way where it is all on the day because it’s looking at sources. For English, we have to learn quotes for the books and we have to like relate it to context and also, we did do poetry analysis at GCSE so that sort of echoed what we have done but the biggest challenge in English is the timing and how much you need to write”. 

Participant B: “I do politics which wasn’t offered at GCSE and it’s been really good and I’ve done the best in that ironically, but I think it’s because I haven’t got any hang ups from GCSE. Because it’s been completely new for me, I’ve been able to grasp things a lot better, especially answering questions”. 

Participant D: “The GCSEs as a whole helped with going in to A levels and Welsh links with the AS SPECS BUT my other two are completely new so I GUESS I had to transfer skills into those subjects from history and things like that. I think I prefer not knowing anything because you can learn everything right and you get to know exactly what the course I like from the beginning. There’s no prior knowledge to kind of rely on”. 

[bookmark: _Toc170112473][bookmark: _Toc170112728][bookmark: _Toc170112892]4.5 Theme 3: Welsh language 

An interesting trend to emerge from both focus groups and the interviews was the impact of first language Welsh speakers. The sample did not exclude any student who was from a Welsh medium school, however, what has emerged from the data is that those students who attended a Welsh medium secondary school (a total of three in the focus groups and one who was interviewed) reported that they found it difficult to initially adapt from being taught solely in Welsh to only English. They all made the observation that the college offers bilingual support and provision, but that they are fully confident with their subject content after a few weeks of studying their chosen subjects. Interestingly, one participant who came from a Welsh medium school also commented on this as being an obstacle that needed to be addressed in terms of their preparedness, stating “also going from being completely Welsh to where Welsh is a minority in terms of how much it is used each day was a bit tricky at the start of the year, but I did adapt quickly” (Participant B). This corresponds to Mendick’s (2008) work which looks at identity and the importance of learners shaping their identity to help them transition from their prior experiences, in the case of participant B, this was from a Welsh medium, rurally located school into a bigger, more daunting college setting. 

[bookmark: _Toc170112474][bookmark: _Toc170112729][bookmark: _Toc170112893]4.6 Theme 4: Strategies implemented 

	When asked about how the college supports them in making the transition from GCSE to AS level, the participants were unanimous about the excellent support they receive from their subject lecturers, pastoral personal tutors and heads of year. A number of participants in the focus groups referred to the transition days and taster days as being most successful in helping aid the process. One participant questioned whether more could be done to fully inform learners of the expectations and demands on learners when entering AS level study. All participants were particularly critical of the tutorial programme as not being an effective tool to help mitigate the transition process. All learners expressed a disregard for the tutorial programme offered within the college as being remotely useful and stated that it is not sufficient in order to support students effectively. However, one key finding that was evident throughout was that students felt that the support from lecturers was consistent and beneficial in helping learners through the process and transition across specific subjects. One positive finding is that learners expressed gratitude for any taster days and transition activities, with participant C even opting got choose a subject at AS level that they could experience prior. 
Participant B: “I think I could have been a lot more prepared but I think a lot of it was sort of self-inflicted because I just went to college because I was sick of secondary. So, I’ve gone from small rural area to you know, college in the middle of Llanelli – so I feel like preparedness was I closer I would have done some taster days”. 


Participant C: “I attended quite a couple of taster days to the college and attended a summer session and project called Crime scene to courtroom where we would do AS level style criminology work and law, not a subject I do but we were introduced to a bunch of different lessons – I wouldn’t have done chemistry if I hadn’t had been introduced to it in that project”. 

Participant D: “The open evenings are really nice to get to know your subject even on a basic level, and I think having someone from the college and into school to come to talk about the transition like the GCSE grades needed and things is handy. And I did a summer project looking at all types of subjects and widening my view, and thinking about how GCSEs can help influence you at A level and then onto uni. I think the college does a lot to support, I didn’t feel at a disadvantage ever – I felt pretty eased into it but also a natural journey and next step and they support you however you need both academically and on a wellbeing level too”. 


[bookmark: _Toc170112475][bookmark: _Toc170112730][bookmark: _Toc170112894]4.7 Theme 5: Overcoming setbacks 

	Another finding that was somewhat unexpected was participants’ ability to make astute comments about the importance of setbacks. The general consensus was that setbacks and challenges are part of the process and how students overcome these are an influencing factor linked to performance. The excerpts below indicate a mature approach to AS level and a realistic outlook from students: 
Participant A: Well, any setback in my academic courses gives me a sense of realism and I have to tackle it head on…. And what I can do to change those mistakes in the future. There’s normally a good half hour allocated to group and individual feedback after the marking process so that’s good. 


Participant C: “I think with setbacks its’ very important to experience them – you won’t really know not to make that mistake unless you do it and the only way to learn is to make mistakes, if you don’t make mistakes, you won’t learn as much”. 

One pivotal finding that was somewhat unexpected was the ways in which students naturally linked their transition and experience to how they view themselves. What is critical to highlight from these quotes is that students are beginning to link support and strategies to help aid transition to wellbeing and other factors that contribute to their overall experience. These findings support those of Brown (2021) and Nash et al., (2021), who emphasised that post 16 settings and sixth form institutions have a “unique role in supporting student mental well-being and in enhancing student resilience” and Brown (2021) who also paid close attention to how students actually experience the transition between GCSE to AS level. It cannot be undermined that students inevitably attach ideas of wellbeing and social aspects as an innate part of their transition. Although the current study primarily focused on perceived preparedness and effective strategies to aid an academic transition, it is becoming more apparent that taking a holistic view of learners is fundamental in improving the transition process, but also getting the best out of students. Crucially, what Brown (2021) also found was that “task demands seemingly increased rather than decreased motivation for A-levels” when discussing how students view themselves. It was found with the interview participants that setbacks are a natural element of this level of study and they are open to overcoming them. Notably, participant C who commented on the importance of setbacks had a combination of maths, chemistry and physics. Dunn (2019) and Mendick (2008) also commented on the difficulty of transitioning from GCSE to A level mathematics and biology respectively. Likewise, a few participants placed emphasis on the need for the social aspect as driving factor that influenced their perceived preparedness. When asked about some of the things they find most rewarding and challenging about AS levels, two participants made noteworthy comments about the social aspect as well as performing well. Again, supporting Brown’s (2021) research that there is an inextricable link between AS level choices, transition, motivation and identity as evidenced below: 

Participant A: “So the most rewarding part so far was my mock results, it gave me a boost and frankly I just enjoy the social side of college life too which I think is just as important as studying. You need that balance and um, they sort of go hand in hand”.  

Participant B: “The most rewarding thing about the transition is the social aspect, I do prefer how I’ve got a couple of lessons or one on some days and have time to chat with my friends, catch up but also go over any work, knowledge they have and share but the social aspect is a big thing for me in contributing to how prepared I feel to take on the exams”. 

Both of these quotes indicate a need for students to be immersed in the full experience of college life. Studying is important to them and is tied closely with succeeding, but part of their identity as an AS level student cannot be underestimated. It is also worthy to note that both of these participants were male, perhaps indicating some differences between these two and their female counterparts, who did not say anything about the social aspect of college when asked to elaborate on their perceived preparedness. It cannot be said that this is something that is only relevant to male students as the sample size being so small does not allow for generalisability and bigger numbers of both male and female participants would be needed, nevertheless, it is an interesting observation in relation to the current research. 
[bookmark: _Toc170112731][bookmark: _Toc170112895]4.8 Summary of findings 

	Taken together, these results from both the focus groups and interviews suggest that there is an association between the demands of AS level study and the student’s own perceived preparedness. Generally, the results show that there is a link between school experience and how prepared participants feel when they first enter post 16 education in September. However, the results also indicate that there could be underlying misconceptions about ‘perceived preparedness’ amongst learners. What emerges from the results reported is that participants and learners in this particular college like transition activities and strategies which have helped prepare them for further study, but that more could be done to support learners through their two-year programmes, with the continuation of lecturer support for subject specifics, but broadening the tutorial programme to include more beneficial content that will help make them well-rounded learners.  Additionally, looking at the findings from a wider perspective and supporting the epistemological stance taken throughout, the findings offer the opportunity for discussions to be had about how the Curriculum for Wales and Made for Wales GCSEs will have an impact on learners and practitioners, as well as what can be done to ensure learner success. I think it is clear that practitioners, policy makers and senior leadership cannot afford to dismiss the other key factors that influence AS level choice and experience beyond the academic stance. The findings make a case for there to be stronger awareness of learners’ needs, what influences their subject choices and how best they can be supported as they make transition from GCSE and school into the post 16 education system. 
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[bookmark: _Toc170112732][bookmark: _Toc170112896]Chapter 5: Discussion

	As a result of this study, fundamental recommendations have been identified. One significant area to unpack and develop further would be the idea of ‘perceived preparedness’ and how this relates specifically to AS level learners. The research primarily focused on this as a concept from an academic perspective, but what has emerged is the need to consider all factors that play a role in a learner’s education (including demographics and personal lived experiences). Students naturally slanted towards discussing their experiences of prior education in the focus group conversations and during interview – an element that supports the interpretivist nature of the research. Additionally, further evidence could be gathered on why learners feel the way they do about transition and making the step up to AS level. Many students would articulate how they felt when beginning their AS level studies to how they how felt at the time of data collection, but further research would facilitate the ability to understand the reasons behind this. Also, not all students necessarily felt the same about the jump from GCSE to AS level, so again, a more critical look into some of the differences between the selected sample would prove beneficial in adding an element of generalisability to the findings. As a reminder, the research aimed to answer the research questions below: 
1. To what extent do learners feel prepared for the rigours of AS level study? 
2. In what ways can practitioners best support the transition from school to further education in order to enhance the learning experience? 

	In relation to research question one, much has been learnt in terms of the extent that learners feel prepared for AS level study. A significant finding from this question is that subject combination plays quite a significant role in learner perceptions. Learners reported that they felt more comfortable and prepared carrying on with subjects they were familiar with from GCSE to AS level, but this was mainly for humanities and social science students. One common idea across all students who participated in either the focus group or interview was that the jump from GCSE to AS level was significant. The majority of students commented on noticing a difference between the two stages and more specifically, how this was ‘amped up’ when preparing for mock examinations post-Christmas. It became apparent that not all learners were familiar by what was meant by ‘rigour’ in relation to the question, so defining this term in relation to the research would have provided more consistency across the participants. However, differences in student perceptions of ‘rigour’ highlighted interesting differences not only between subjects, but also between male and female students. Female participants seemed to exert a more obvious awareness of how rigorous AS levels were compared to their male counterparts. Correspondingly, subject choices also revealed some differences between student perceptions of the meaning of ‘rigour’. Students of Modern Foreign Languages (MFL) tended to express a high level of awareness of workload and the challenge that AS level presents compared to those students who had creative heavy combinations (for example art, graphics or photography). 
	Corresponding to research question two, the findings were somewhat limited. Students did have the opportunity to explain ways in which practitioners could help support students make the transition, but these focused mainly on what lecturers do once they get to college in terms of available support. Two participants in the interviews did comment on the benefits of attending an open evening and transition day activity before starting. This was discussed as something that helped develop their awareness of expectation throughout post 16 study. In response to this question, we have learnt that students are aware that there is an expectation of independence and autonomy but not all participants were able to express or put forward particular strategies that would help aid transition. This question also revealed some of the key differences between subject lecturing staff and the individual approaches to preparing students for AS exams. It is important to note that student participants may not be aware of some of the strategies that are used throughout transition within the wider college, so learners tended to revert back to talking about what their specific lecturers do or staff in general. It was found that not all learners were fully aware of the transition procedures and as a recommendation, looking at how as practitioners we prepare learners for AS level study could be considered more critically. This could potentially be more paramount in light of the new Curriculum for Wales (CfW) and Made for Wales GCSEs that will be coming into effect from September 2025. 
	In relation to the field, the research sits within the general scope of the research that has already been conducted. However, something that has been emphasised is the lack of empirical research conducted inside of post 16 settings, particularly further education colleges. The material in the literature review, although limited, mainly explored the attitude of students and practitioners within particular subjects (mostly science and maths) and used convenience sampling techniques to gather participants. Arguably the design of previous research diminishes the importance of focusing on student experiences and how these impact their perceived preparedness. Only two papers in the literature review look at other factors in detail, including socioeconomic background and ethnicity (Brown, 2021; Nash et al., 2021), recognising that these play a fundamental part in shaping a learner’s opinion or perception. The conducted research sits adjacently between the literature in the literature review as it draws on both the academic perspective but has managed to lead students into other discussions around their own wellbeing and experiences. The research has implications for supporting the need to explore post 16 settings more generally across Wales and the UK, but perhaps noting that not all learners are receiving the same experience, outcomes or are prepared in the same way for AS level study. One factors to also consider for this research is the difference between those students who are studying AS levels in sixth forms and those who have opted to go to college. 
	Although the research met the aims of a qualitative case study, there are limitations that come with the chosen design, methods of collection and findings. The sample size was relatively small; however, this can be justified as it aligns with the case study approach and interpretivist nature of the study which aims to gain an insight into perceptions on an individual basis. It could be argued that the sample size was not robust enough for the amount of qualitative data required in relation to the research focus, however, as stated by Aguboshim (2021) “data collection is solely dictated by the judgement and experience of researchers” (p. 180). Therefore, it is recognised that developing my own experience as a researcher could have improved and added credibility to the findings. Exerting my own judgement combined with the recommended size for focus groups and interviews, the sample size was relatively small. However, “the epistemological base of qualitative research is the co-construction of knowledge from the researcher and the participants through in-depth exploration from small number of samples” (Subedi, 2021, p. 1), so it was an important aspect of the research to keep the focus on the participants and interpret their responses in relation to the research questions. Correspondingly, one of the challenges of the research was to find a sample that would produce meaningful data, sufficient findings whilst also mitigating any unnecessary pressure on participants (Young and Casey, 2019). To improve the robustness of the study, more participants could be used with clearer characteristics to make it even more specific to the attributes of the case being looked at. In relation to the gap, one of the pitfalls of the existing work was again the lack of empirical based research that uses post 16 settings as their primary case or focus. Although A level provision is often looked at, there is still more consideration needed in terms of how this looks across different sectors, particularly further education colleges. Without the same policies, funding and structures as schools, FE settings present different problems and areas of concerns in relation to their A level pupils than schools or even sixth form academies. This research begins to address the gap in this area and offers some suggestions into how prepared students feel coming from GCSE and school settings, and some of the ways in which the transition can be aided to support learners. 
	Having said that, further research is also needed in particular areas. One possible development could be to actually consider the More Able and Talented (MAT) learners within the sample or as a case on their own. This could be achieved through either a comparable study to look at the key differences between those students doing four subjects compared to those doing three to AS level. It would be wise to bear in mind that in Wales, most post 16 settings also offer the Advanced Skills Baccalaureate Wales (ASBW) as part of their programme of study, so it be worth considering if this would be counted as a subject or whether the focus would just remain on AS level subject combinations. Additionally, further research could be conducted making use of a longitudinal design over the course of the two-year period with a comparison of perceived preparedness across two transition periods: GCSE to AS level and AS level to A level. This would somewhat mirror Nash et al., (2021) and the design within that study where both year 12 and year 13 students were active participants. Further to this, taking in account teacher perspectives as well as students would be way of providing more valid data to cross reference if similar themes emerge from two data sets. This could build on the work conducted by Rushton and Wilson (2015) who have also provided evidence of teachers’ perceptions of transition from GCSE to A level mathematics. Moreover, to help put forward more critical recommendations from the findings of research question two, further research could be developed focusing purely on effective strategies to help aid transition for learners. These could be in the form of transition activities before learners start their AS level studies, and of course during their studies once subject combinations have been finalised. This would be pivotal to identify differences between subject choices, gender, background and experiences of different learners. 


















[bookmark: _Toc170112477][bookmark: _Toc170112733][bookmark: _Toc170112897]Chapter 6: Recommendations and Conclusions 

	In light of the research questions and the attempt to answer them it has become prevalent that further work needs to be conducted in post 16 settings. As institutions, they play a significant role in advancing the educational and academic journey of students, so a clearer understanding and insight into these institutions could help strengthen our perception of them, specifically in relation to research question two and how they implement strategies to aid transition. The existing literature focuses heavily on either specific subjects or it consists of research primarily conducted in school settings. There is an evident theme that student’s feel their GCSE experience has somewhat hindered their transition into AS level study and that they do not adequately prepare learners for the ‘jump’ between these levels of study. 
	Evaluating the research process highlighted some key areas for development. On reflection, the focus groups offered as much, if not more insight into students’ perceived preparedness than the interviews. Students spoke freely about their attitudes and perceptions with the help of prompt questions. Focus groups accentuated the idea that the transition from GCSE to AS level is significant and learners are aware that this needs time to adjust to and prepare for. One limitation that hindered data collection was not obtaining six participants for the interviews. Although four interviews provided relevant and sometimes controversial discussion, the data would have been strengthened by having those students with a different combination of subjects to gain great scope of the opinions across the cohort. 
	The implications for further research are clear. The current study design (case study) has limited the scope of the collection of comparable data between colleges and geographical areas. One way to improve and develop this research would be to consider looking at other colleges across Wales within different geographical locations to compare the student experience of transition and their perceived preparedness. Other factors including socioeconomic status and background could also add reliability and validity to key findings. This also links to the research conducted by Brown (2021) and Nash et al., (2021) and is an element of the learner experience that is worth considering, particularly in light of the reform and changes that are taking place across Wales’s educational landscape. 
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Appendix 1: Semi-structured interview schedule 

Perceived preparedness among AS level learners

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview. Your participation is voluntary and I remind you that you can withdraw at any time without consequence.

To begin, could you please provide your combination of subjects that you are studying, including the Advanced Skills Baccalaureate Wales.


Questions: 

1. Can you tell me about your AS level experience so far, in relation specifically to the academic side of studying? 

2. Can you talk about how prepared you felt for beginning your AS level studies more generally? Are they what you expected? If you didn’t feel so prepared, why was that? 

3. Can you describe how prepared you feel for each of your chosen subjects more specifically? Did GCSE prepare you sufficiently? Why or why not? 

4. Thinking about when you started, compared to now, do you feel more prepared to take on the AS exams in your chosen subjects? What are the reasons for this? 

5. Can you talk about the differences between GCSE and AS level study? What have you found most difficult or challenging and / or most rewarding? 

6. How has the college supported you in preparing you for or transitioning you from GCSE to AS level? Did you attend taster days, summer sessions etc? 

7. How do you deal with setbacks in relation to your study programme / combination of subjects? Do you feel it’s important to experience setbacks in order to progress at this level? 

8. In terms of your perceived preparedness, or how prepared you felt for AS level study, was that accurate? Could you have been more prepared? How? 
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Prompt questions / stimulus
1. How prepared did you feel for your AS level studies when you transitioned from school / GCSE? Has that changed from then to now? 

2. Can you talk about how you have adapted to the demands of AS level study? Has this been more successful in some subjects than others? 

3. Do you feel that school prepares you enough to successfully make the jump to AS level from GCSE? How? / Why or why not? 

4. Can you talk about how you are supported to succeed at this level? Discuss what could be improved, developed or is there anything you would change?

Focus Group Feedback 
*N.B. A focus group feedback form was completed for all prompt questions for both groups. 
	Question 1 

	General notes and observations: 







Common responses: 





Noteworthy individual responses / observations:











Appendix 3: Participant Information sheet 
Name of researcher
Sophie Williams (UWTSD)
Project title
An investigation into the perceived preparedness of first year A level students in transitioning from GCSE to AS levels in a Further Education college in south Wales.
Aim of the research
The research aims to gather thoughts and perceptions of current AS level learners about how ready they felt to take on the rigours of AS level study after their GCSE year. The study will focus on gathering your thoughts and opinions about how you have adapted to AS level studies, how your subject combination has influenced this and what successful strategies have been implemented to help you with the transition. 
What will taking part involve? 
The research is designed in two parts. If chosen to be part of the sample, you will either be part of one of to focus groups or a semi-structured interview with myself. The focus groups will not be recorded, only observed with myself taking notes of key themes that emerge. The interviews will be audio recorded only. The focus groups will be in groups of 4-6 students also studying AS levels and expected to last up to 30 minutes. The semi-structured interviews shouldn’t last longer than 20 - 30 minutes. 
Why have I been invited to take part?
You have been invited to take part in this study as you are currently studying three AS subjects and the Advanced Skills Baccalaureate Wales. 
Do I have to take part?
You do not need to take part and there will be no negative consequences if you do not. You are able to withdraw at any time by contacting myself. You can also refuse to answer any question during the interview or focus groups. 
What will happen if I take part?
You will be invited to either a focus group or interview which will take place outside of your lessons so your teaching time will not be missed. Focus groups will take place first on Wednesday afternoons in room A3, and interviews will take place after both focus groups have been completed. Interviews will be held on a Wednesday afternoon in room A3. 
Will my views be kept confidential?
All information you provide will be confidential and only used for the purposes of the study. Your views and comments from focus groups and interviews will be used as part of the analysis and discussion in the results chapter of the research. Names will be kept anonymous and they pseudonyms will be used to protect your privacy. You will not be identifiable from the research or the 
What will happen to the results of the study?
Once the results have been written and finalised, you can request a copy from myself should you wish to see them. The results will be used within the college to help aid transition processes for future AS learners. 
Who should you contact for further information?
Sophie Williams  2108733@student.uwtsd.ac.uk 

Appendix 4: Consent form 
PROJECT TITLE: An investigation into the perceived preparedness of first year A level students in transitioning from GCSE to AS levels in a Further Education college in south Wales.



Please tick the boxes to show you understand the information sheet and have consented to taking part in the above study. 

I have read the information sheet and understand the nature of the project 

I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the project 

I am fully aware that I can withdraw at any time without consequence 

I am aware of how my data will be used and stored 

I understand that my name and personal information will be anonymised 

I consent to taking part in this study 



Signed (participant)                                                       Date: 
Signed (parent if under 18)                                            Date:








2 | Page

