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ECS – Education and Children’s Service
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Introduction 
[bookmark: _Hlk83376852]Carmarthenshire’s Education and Children’s Service (ECS) Business Plan states as one of its four key themes the creation of strong and inclusive schools and services committed to excellence, equity and well-being and in achieving this the need to review our post 16 provision ‘to create a sustainable provision and curriculum which meets (the needs of our learners) and Carmarthenshire’s local needs’ (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2021). 
A key aspiration of the ECS is to develop skilled and well-educated young people who have access to several subject choices and a breadth of opportunities and experiences; within supportive, safe and modern environments that are fully equipped for 21st century learning. Therefore, understanding the thoughts and opinions of learners will be fundamental in planning for the future of post 16 provision within Carmarthenshire. 
This research paper will be focusing specifically on what influences the retention rates of learners choosing to access post 16 provision in schools. There is currently limited research literature available in this field. It will therefore be advantageous to determine what influences retention rates and the number of pupils choosing to access sixth form provision in schools over other options, and will contribute to a wider action plan to increase retention rates going forward. 
Carmarthenshire has twelve mainstream schools providing secondary education, eight of which have on site transitional sixth forms. The schools provide learning programmes that commonly include AS/A levels, the Welsh Baccalaureate and some BTEC subjects at Post 16. Welsh medium subjects are available at five sixth forms. Specialist post 16 provision is also available at a number of settings.
The intended impact of this research project is to discover what influences a learner’s decision to stay on in school to access post-16 provision and whether there is any way of increasing the amount of learners who choose sixth form education - learner voice being a fundamental aspect of this. Data will be gathered via online questionnaires and online focus group discussions as well as the analysis of secondary data that has been previously gathered by the LEA, such as PLASC data. 


Literature Review 
‘Understanding the choice process of school leavers has an important contribution to make towards matching young people’s aspirations and abilities to local education and training opportunities and national priorities’ 
					(Forskett, Dyke and Maringe, 2008:38). 
[bookmark: _Hlk90303628]In January 2020, Kirsty Williams, the then Minister for Education set out a vision for Post Compulsory Education in Wales, in which the ‘Government is committed to delivering an equitable, excellent, engaged and enterprising post compulsory education and training system. One that enjoys public confidence and crucially prepares people for the future… [whilst also] ensuring high quality options and outcomes for all’ (Williams, 2020:1). The Welsh Government convey their aim for increased collaborations, in which employers, businesses and Welsh institutes work together.  Furthermore, the former Education Minister also noted that ‘learners need access to a broad and appropriate range of clear pathways…. that meet the needs of the individual,’ (Williams, 2020:1) and feel sufficiently supported in the decision-making process. Sixth forms provide pupils with a breadth and variety of subject choices with a specialist workforce to not only teach but support and nurture learners too (Roberts, 2019).
Brookes (1998) suggests the institutional (organisational, structural or cultural) context of a school has a significant influence on pupil choice and whether learners choose to stay in school for post 16 education. Likewise, Payne (2001) agrees suggesting that learners are more likely to stay in education post 16 if they already attend a school with an established sixth from provision. 
Lauder, Jameison and Wikely (1998) identify that young people are exposed to several influences throughout school life including the cultural perspectives, values and knowledge of Headteachers, class teachers and peers as well as careers guidance and education. The knowledge and guidance provided by teachers and other adults can have a considerable influence on the decision of learners. The academic ethos and examination achievement also play a role in influencing pupil choice on whether academic or vocational options are followed. Furthermore, Forskett, Dyke and Maringe (2008) suggest that learners living in catchments that are in more affluent areas, are more likely to stay in school following an academic pathway, whereas learners from lower socio-economic groups are more likely to choose vocational options, which tend to be provided by post 16 colleges. Similarly, the effectiveness and reliability of careers guidance can influence a learners academic and career pathway. Finally, the advertising and marketing strategies of schools can play an important role in not only retaining learners but recruiting learners as well (Forskett, Dyke and Maringe, 2008). 
[bookmark: _Hlk82763755]According to Forskett, Dyke and Maringe (2008) the presence of an onsite school sixth form, the school’s cultural ethos, and the school’s socio-economic environment tend to have the greatest influence over a learner’s decision to stay in school. However, Forskett, Dyke and Maringe (2008) also reveal a number of other factors that play an important role in influencing a learner’s decision to stay in school or go elsewhere, including peer pressure, parental advice, friendship impacts, and careers advice. 
Nevertheless, research by Forskett, Dyke and Maringe (2008) found that schools with sixth forms offer their learners a more limited scope in regard to subject choices. Whereas schools without sixth forms tend to present pupils with a wider range of options and careers advice to support learners in their next steps outside of school, which can also impact sixth form retention rates.
Through the Learning and Skills Measure (Wales) 2009, Welsh Government regulate the number of subject choices that should be made available to learners aged 16-18 in mainstream secondary schools and further education colleges in Wales. Currently the legislative requirement is that every learner aged between 16 and 18 should have an offer of 30 ‘level three’ subjects (A/AS level and equivalents such as BTECs), including five vocational subjects. According to the Children and Young People Committee, who undertook a review of the Wales learning measure, it is more difficult for small and rural schools to implement the measure (Senedd Cymru, 2012a). Reluctance of some learners to travel also impacts the choices available to some learners (Senedd Cymru, 2012a). An increase in the number of subjects offered to learners impacts class sizes, with some subjects having low pupil numbers rendering them unsustainable and not viable. Furthermore, timetabling issues have arisen from the increase in subject choices, resulting in a decline of some traditional subjects (Senedd Cymru, 2012a); potentially impacting retention rates. 
Likewise, Senedd Cymru (2012b) discovered when surveying post 16 learners that one in five felt they did not receive the help, support and careers advice that they needed to make informed decisions. One in four learners had to travel between institutions for lectures and most of these learners did not like having to travel. Finally, more than one in ten felt that they were unsure as to whether their subject choices would help them get a job; all of which can affect the retention rates of learners staying in school to access post 16 education. 
Large reductions in retention rates can place financial pressures on secondary schools which can result in the loss of a school sixth form. Roberts (2019) highlights that the removal of a school sixth form reduces pathways into higher education and can negatively impact teacher recruitment if A-level teaching is not an option. Moreover, the closure of a school sixth form can result in more subject choices for learners if an alternative post 16 institute is available, however this can result in increased travel times. Additionally, from a teacher perspective, the loss of a sixth form means losing the chance to demonstrate their passion for a subject, explore a subject in greater depth and pass on that passion and knowledge to learners, which may also indirectly impact retention rates. Roberts (2019) emphasises that funding cuts alongside reductions in retention rates as learners move onto other post 16 institutions are responsible for the stringent pressures currently on school sixth forms. 
The City of Bradford Council (2016) in England, believe that fewer than 250 pupils within a sixth from is not viable and will be inefficient. However, Powys County Council (2019) in Wales suggest an optimum sixth form size of 180 pupils or more, with an average class size of 12: revealing the differences in location context. Powys convey that smaller provisions cannot offer a broad range of subject choices and be financially viable under the Welsh Government’s current funding system. 
[bookmark: _Hlk91064779]In addition, impending changes to how Welsh Government (2021) allocate and monitor Post 16 provision will come into effect in 2023. CTER (Welsh Government Commission for Tertiary Education and Research) will have oversight of post 16 provision and the executive powers to remove control from a Local Authority, which further reinforces the need for this research.


Methodology and Ethical Considerations 
When considering the ontological foundation of research, including the structure of reality and what exists independently of human nature; a subjectivist ontology perspective was followed. A subjectivist or constructivist ontology focuses on discovery, in which knowledge is based on observation. It is believed that reality cannot be understood without social and external influences (Chowdhury, 2019), which is appropriate for educational and social research. Correspondingly, an interpretivist epistemology influences the research as it is believed that knowledge is interpreted and understood, and reality is socially constructed. Interpretivism tends to be descriptive using empathy to seek understanding (Chowdhury, 2019).  This research paradigm has been taken into consideration as the researcher seeks to discover what influences a learner’s decision to stay in school to access post 16 education and understand why learners’ make these decisions. 
The research methodology chosen to carry out this project was planned according to the philosophical research paradigm as well as previous knowledge learnt through undertaking research in education. A Grounded Theory mixed methodology approach was chosen to draw on the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative methods (Shorten and Smith, 2017). 
According to Bergman (2011) a combination of both qualitative and quantitative methodologies, resulting in a mixed method approach, can be an effective way of gathering data. Kelle (2006) agrees that combining aspects of both qualitative and quantitative methods can compensate for the limitations associated with both. A mixed method design can provide different, yet complimentary attributes to data collection. Quantitative methods or statistical data provide accurate numerical information, such as the number of subjects offered at post 16 and the number of pupils choosing to undertake each subject. Whereas qualitative data gives the researcher the opportunity to access and understand personal opinion and feedback, which can be gathered via focus groups, interviews or questionnaires (Kelle, 2006). Furthermore, Newby (2014) suggests the use of triangulation when undertaking research in education to overcome limitations and further facilitate reliability and validity. Triangulation combines two or more methods using a mixed method approach to increase credibility and verify evidence (Newby, 2014 and Noble and Heath, 2019). 
Therefore, in order to meet the needs of the research question two online questionnaires, an online focus group discussion as well as secondary data analysis were utilised and explored in order to discover what influences learners’ decisions in regard to post 16 education. 
As part of the methodology involved for this project, secondary data analysis was undertaken to provide a wider context and delve deeper into the current post 16 perspective in Carmarthenshire. As the researcher is employed by Carmarthenshire County Council’s Education Department, access to previously collected data was a quick, easy and effective way of obtaining information on the number of pupils who chose to stay in school to access post 16 education from 2017 to 2020; and the percentage of A-C grades achieved at AS and A-Level between 2018 and 2020. Palaiologou, Needham and Male, (2016:48) highlight that although secondary data analysis ‘costs little in terms of money and time’ it is important to consider the appropriateness and quality of data used. Data collected by the LEA is done by highly trained and experienced officers and should therefore be of the highest quality. 
To substantiate the secondary data analysed, two online questionnaires were designed and developed via Microsoft Forms; the first was distributed to adults working within the LA asking questions based on their previous post 16 provision, the second was distributed to current pupils in sixth form. The aim of the second questionnaire was to gather the thoughts and opinions of leaners in regard to their post 16 provision, why they might choose a particular subject, how satisfied they are with the subjects and support offered to them, and what may influence them to choose a school sixth form over other options. An online questionnaire was chosen to allow the researcher to quantify answers into pre-arranged categories using closed ended questions. The use of closed ended questions helped to narrow down answers to specific responses (Marshall, 2005). Although closed questions limit data as respondents are restricted to only the range of options available, closed questions tend to be more time efficient with the aim of keeping respondents engaged and interested when answering questions (Marshall, 2005). Due to time constraints associated with the research deadline, closed questions, including a combination of ordinal and nominal generated data, were chosen for ease of analysis. Furthermore, a questionnaire was chosen as an appropriate research method as it provides anonymity, encouraging honest answers (Marshall, 2005). 
Punto (2015) advocates for a mixed method approach, especially when questionnaires include a majority of closed ended questions, to increase data effectiveness. Therefore, in order to triangulate results, focus group discussions were also conducted online via Microsoft Teams with selected pupils from schools with sixth forms. To corroborate data collected as part of the questionnaire, focus group sessions were arranged to provide an in-depth qualitative insight into the opinions and feelings of learners. A focus group dynamic was preferred as opposed to an interview to emphasise interaction between participants and ensure learners felt sufficiently comfortable and confident to freely contribute ideas and opinions (Denscombe, 2017). The focus group included representatives from both years 12 and 13 to provide a greater variety of opinions (Denscombe, 2017). An inductive approach to thematic analysis was used to analyse and identify emerging themes from the qualitative data provided and thus develop theories from the feedback (Cohen, Mannion and Morrison, 2018). 
**Please see Appendices for questionnaire and focus group question examples.
	Ethical Considerations 
As a key aspiration of this research is respecting the voice and opinion of learners, one of the main ethical considerations is the involvement of children under the age of 18. When conducting research with children and young people, their rights and well-being should be respected at all times, irrespective of context (Powell et al., 2013). It is the responsibility of researchers to seek out the opinion and actively involve children in any research that may affect them (Harcourt and Conroy, 2011). These ideas support article 12 of the UNCRC in respecting the views of children in all matters that affect them (UNICEF, 1990). Acknowledging, respecting and understanding the voice and opinions of learners is a fundamental aspect of this research. 
Informed consent was sought from the parents/guardians of pupils taking part, as well as personal consent from the learners themselves. The nature of the research project was explained in a manner suitable to the pupils’ age and ability. To minimise any safeguarding and ethical considerations from arising during the focus group discussion, a member of teaching staff was in attendance. Finally, any input or feedback offered by participants will be anonymised to ensure confidentiality. 
As the researcher is employed by the LEA that maintains the secondary schools involved in the research, the project is subjected to a degree of insider bias. However, all schools and the stakeholders involved are not directly familiar to the researcher which reduces the influence of insider bias and any impact it may have on the research. 
	Limitations
As mentioned previously, secondary data gathered by others can be perceived as a limitation, however as the data has previously been gathered by experienced LEA officers, this should pose a limited adverse outcome on the research. Likewise, due to the time constraints and academic requirements associated with the project, the researcher has been unable to undertake a complex and in-depth analyses of post 16 education within Carmarthenshire, which would take into consideration the wider scope of post 16 provision, including: financial budgets, sustainability, equity of provision, sixth form colleges, pupil referral units, disadvantaged families and apprenticeship schemes. Likewise, due to the time pressures associated with the research, the sample size of sixth form learner participants was limited to learners within one school. However, the steps followed in this project act as a pilot to further investigate retention rates in other schools. Further research is needed to encompass all aspects of the post 16 situation in Carmarthenshire in order to make informed recommendations on the future of post 16 provision within the county. Another limitation of the research includes using PLASC and Careers Wales data from 2019/2020 as delays have incurred to the annually updated data, due to the coronavirus pandemic.







Findings 
Carmarthenshire has eight mainstream schools providing secondary education with transitional sixth forms: delivering sixth form provision to 739 learners (2019 PLASC data) out of 1853 school leavers (40%). The schools provide learning programmes that generally include AS/A levels, the Welsh Baccalaureate and some BTEC subjects. Welsh medium subjects are available at five sixth forms. Specialist post 16 provision is also available at a number of settings. 
The number of pupils choosing to stay on in school from year 11 into 12 has decreased only slightly between the years: 
	Year
	Number of Learners 
	Percentage (%)

	2017
	804
	43

	2018
	745
	41

	2019
	739
	40

	2020
	734
	40


	



Graph 1











Carmarthenshire schools display a decrease of only 3% across the county, between 2017 to 2020. However, the picture across the county varies depending on the school, with some schools experiencing an increase in sixth form pupil numbers and others having a decrease. It’s important to note that four out of the twelve secondary schools in the county do not have sixth form provision. Pupils at these schools have no choice but to leave school and find post-16 provision elsewhere, thus effecting the overall percentage of learners choosing to stay in schools for sixth form across the county. Therefore, an average was calculated for the eight schools with sixth forms only; during 2019 and 2020, the average retention rates of the eight schools with sixth forms were 56%: with 57% in 2018, and 58% in 2017, representing a slight decrease of only 2%. 
Graph 1:1

Total number of Pupils accessing school sixth form provision across the county:
	[bookmark: _Hlk71101646]
	Year 12
	Year 13
	Total

	2017
	804
	659
	1463

	2018
	745
	720
	1465

	2019
	739
	632
	1371

	2020
	734
	672
	1406

	2021 PLASC
	743
	682
	1425



Carmarthenshire’s schools have in recent years done very well relative to other parts of the UK according to ALPs performance data. On average across the county AS results have ranged from 59-86% of pupils achieving grades A-C; and A Level results have ranged from 75-94% of pupils achieving A-C grades between 2018 and 2020. A significant increase in pupils achieving grades A-C is evident in 2020, however, it is important to highlight those grades awarded in 2020 during the Covid-19 pandemic were teacher/school assessed.
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Graph 1:3 









As mentioned previously, the academic ethos of a school can have an impact on a learners decision to stay on in school for sixth form. If a learner, for example believes they can achieve higher grades elsewhere they are more likely to move to a different institution to access post 16 education (Forskett, Dyke and Maringe, 2008). Likewise, the number and variety of subject choices offered to post 16 learners can have a significant impact on their likelihood to stay in school to access post 16 education.  
The following table displays the number of subject choices offered to both Year 12 and 13 during the academic year 20/21 for each school:
	School
	Year 12 Subjects
	Year 13 Subjects
	Total number of subjects offered

	1
	18
	20
	20

	2
	25
	27
	29

	[bookmark: _Hlk74302869]3
	21
	25
	27

	4
	31
	31
	32

	5
	23
	23
	25

	6
	28
	27
	30

	7
	24
	24
	31

	8
	33
	28
	35



Across Wales, the average class size in the post-16 schools’ sector is around 11 or 12. The following table displays the average class size for each school: 
	School
	Average class size Y12
	Average class size Y13

	1
	11
	10

	2
	17
	16

	3
	16
	10

	4
	12
	12

	5
	9
	6

	6
	13
	10

	7
	18 
	13

	9
	8
	7



It is important to note, that average class sizes should not be scrutinised without considering the collaborative context of schools, as some schools collaborate on a number of subjects. Some schools, utilise vertical or combined classes to overcome low number subjects and some schools utilise reduced lesson cycles to tackle low take-up in certain subjects. Again, the size of a class or timetabling of a class could potentially have an influence over a learners decision to choose a subject and thus stay in school to access their preferred subject choices. 
To put this secondary data into context and discover why there has been a slight decline in pupil retention rates since 2017, online surveys as well as online focus groups were conducted.
Survey Findings:
An online survey was distributed to adults, working within the LA, asking questions based on their previous post-16 experiences. A second survey was also distributed to current sixth form learners, to compare whether experiences and opinions have changed much since participants left school compared to current school sixth formers. 
	Previous Post 16 Provision Survey:
The ‘Previous Post 16 Provision’ survey was distributed to a variety of individuals working across Carmarthenshire County Council, with 56 responses received. The majority of respondents (31) were under the age of 30, and therefore would have left school in the past 12-14 years. Likewise, the majority of respondents (34) attended sixth forms after finishing statutory school, as shown in chart 2:1.
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Chart 2:1


[bookmark: _Hlk89948081]When asked what influenced an individual to choose a school sixth form over other options, the most popular answer was ‘to stay with friends (23)’ closely followed by ‘academic subjects offered (21)’ with ‘history of good grades at the school (15)’ also being a popular choice. Interestingly, the least popular options were ‘vocational subjects offered’ and ‘facilities, resources, digital accessibility’ suggesting that historically these options were not regarded with much importance in school sixth form provision. Results are shown in chart 2:2.
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Chart 2:2





In comparison, the respondents who attended college after finishing statutory school, when asked ‘what influenced you to choose college?’ over other options, the most popular answer (44%) was ‘offered the course needed for career.’ 
The majority of respondents felt that the sixth form they attended provided them with the subjects needed for their chosen career:
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	Chart 2:3
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Description automatically generated]However, respondents were less sure as to whether the sixth form prepared them for life after school, with 13 out of 34 (38%) stating ‘no’ and 15 out of 34 (44%) feeling the sixth form only prepared them ‘to an extent.’ 

	Chart 2:4


Answers are similar for respondents who attended college with 72% of respondents conveying that the college provided them with the subjects needed for their career. However, 44% of college respondents felt the college prepared them for life after school, compared with only 18% of sixth form respondents. 
When asked to rank what respondents valued most from post-16 provision, 51.8% of respondents ranked ‘achieving academic qualifications’ as their most valued choice with 19.6% of respondents ranking it as their second choice, highlighting just how important people perceive the gaining of academic grades to succeed in life. Respondents also valued ‘preparing learners for life and employment beyond school’ highly, with 28.6% ranking it as their most valued choice and 30.4% ranking it as their second option. 
This aligns with the feedback given on ‘suggestions for how the future of post-16 provision can be improved’. To identify emerging patterns and themes from the qualitative data presented an inductive approach to thematic analysis was used; seven themes, along with a definition for each, were identified:
	[bookmark: _Hlk89854670]Theme
	Percentage of Respondents 

	Preparing Leaners for life after education: Develop agency, confidence and independence of learners on how to live alone and manage themselves including understanding tax, banking, bills, mortgages, pensions, loans, financial support, savings, preparing for interviews, preparing CVs or job applications, healthy relationships, how to run a household and searching for jobs; with links to businesses and guest speakers/ workshops suggested. 
	43% mentioned this theme as part of their feedback.

	More careers advice: Advice and support in helping learners identify their interests and career aspirations as well as informative advice on the pathways to specific jobs including subjects needed, grades needed and what universities/colleges offer, and the courses needed for chosen careers. Information on the variety of job sectors and professions available and how particular courses can be a pathway to a variety of different jobs. 
	30% mentioned this theme as part of their feedback.

	More option advice: Provide information on all post-16 options available including sixth form, college, apprenticeships, work-based learning, extra courses and the pathways resulting from these options, as well as supported conversations around the reasons and consequences of choices. Allow learners to understand that all options are of equal value and no option is more superior/inferior to other options. 
	27% mentioned this theme as part of their feedback.

	Value and offer more vocational subjects: Offer more vocational subject options and value them with as much importance as academic subject choices. Encourage learners to follow the pathway that is best suited for their aspirations and learning styles. Offer smaller ‘side courses’ in practical skills. 
	23% mentioned this theme as part of their feedback.

	More work-based learning: Offer opportunities for work-based experiences as well as experiential, project and problem-solving based learning. Combine work-based experiences with academic subjects. 
	7% mentioned this theme as part of their feedback.

	Develop learners holistically as individuals: Consider the emotional, social, physical and mental development of learners as well as academic. Develop education to become more learner centered to meet the needs of individuals. 
	7% mentioned this theme as part of their feedback.

	Consider learning environments: Thought should be given to the environment that best suits the needs and learning styles of learners, as some are not ready for the independence of college but wish to undertake vocational courses in the more structured environment of school. 
	3% mentioned this theme as part of their feedback.



	Current Post 16 Provision Survey: 
To compare, a second online survey was distributed to current learners in years 12 and 13 of a school sixth form with 57 responses received. When asked what influenced a learner to choose a school sixth form over other options, the most popular answer was ‘good grades at the school’ with 33 responses, ‘close relationships with teaching staff’ with 32 responses, ‘to stay with friends’ with 30 responses, closely followed by ‘strong pastoral support’ with 29 responses; as can be seen in graph 3:1. These responses highlight just how important relationships and effective support is to our current generation of learners, alongside the achievement of academic grades. These opinions may have been exemplified by the Covid-19 pandemic, as many educational academics and researchers including the OECD have emphasised that one of the most important lessons learnt from Covid is that learning is social and relational, and not transactional (Schleicher, 2020). This differs from the feedback received as part of the first survey, as academic subjects offered, and the school’s history of good grades were much more highly valued historically than pastoral support and positive relationships. 
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Chart 3:1



Similarly to the first survey, the majority of current learners feel that the school sixth form they attend provide them with the subjects needed for their future aspirations and the majority are happy with the variety of subjects offered to them.
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	Graph 3:2


Furthermore, 77% of respondents felt they were supported in making decisions regarding their sixth form subject choices.
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	Graph 3:3


When asked ‘what influences you to choose a subject’ the most popular answer with 55 responses (96%) was ‘interested in the subject’, followed by ‘needed for university or career’ with 41 responses (72%). Delving deeper into how learners feel about their post 16 provision and what aspects may encourage them to stay in school for sixth form, the majority of respondents (77%) feel that extracurricular experiences are of importance including opportunities in drama, music, sport and debate. Furthermore, even more respondents (88%) feel that additional curricular opportunities such as master classes, guest lecturers, university visits and academic projects are of importance to a holistic post 16 provision. 
Equally to the first survey, learners were asked to provide feedback on how they think sixth form can be improved, of which some answers were similar to the previous survey including more careers advice and well-being support. Interestingly however, some new themes have emerged including improved equity, encouragement of peer support and more opportunities for responsibility and empowerment; highlighting the importance of including the opinions of young people in all aspects of research that may affect them. From the feedback received, nine themes, with definitions were identified:
	Theme
	Percentage of Respondents

	More well-being support: Access to more mental health, well-being and pastoral support in which teachers and staff have more time to support learners with their problems. 
	21% mentioned this theme as part of their feedback.

	More careers and pathways support and advice: More guidance into the breadth of university courses and careers available, including the pathways into particular careers as well as help with applications, UCAS and interviews. 
	21% mentioned this theme as part of their feedback.

	Less favouritism of high achievers and improved equity of provision: Support all learners equally regardless of achievement level and career pathway choice. Some learners feel that their more academic peers receive preferential treatment whilst others who do not want to attend university go ‘unrecognised’ and ‘feel isolated’. 
	21% mentioned this theme as part of their feedback.

	More subject choices: Provide more subject choices and course options so individuals can pursue different careers. 
	16% mentioned this theme as part of their feedback.

	Build relationships amongst year groups to offer peer support: Provide opportunities for year 11’s to meet with current sixth formers to discuss subjects and experiences. Provide opportunities for team building activities to promote relationships, friendships and peer support across year 12 and 13. 
	11% mentioned this theme as part of their feedback.

	Timetabling issues: Some learners feel that reduced lessons due to small class sizes limits learning and some students dislike having to attend registration if they do not have lessons until later in the day. 
	11% mentioned this theme as part of their feedback.

	More opportunities for responsibility and empowerment: Some learners would like to have the responsibility and more opportunities to contribute to school votes and decisions. 
	5% mentioned this theme as part of their feedback.

	Encourage more learner centered support: Encourage more individual and learner centred learning by supporting learners in subjects they are passionate about, even if the subject is difficult. 
	5% mentioned this theme as part of their feedback.

	Covid restrictions: 100% of respondents felt that their post 16 experience has been impacted or affected by Covid-19 and some learners dislike current restrictions. 
	5% mentioned this theme as part of their feedback.



[bookmark: _Hlk90901816]Focus Group Findings:
A Focus group session was held virtually via Microsoft Teams with seven sixth form learners in years 12 and 13, both male and female. A series of questions were posed to the learners to generate a discussion around what they value most about their sixth form provision, why they think some learners chose not to attend sixth form and any recommendations for encouraging learners to stay in school for sixth form. 
When asked what learners liked best or valued most from their sixth form provision, the discussion included statements such as:
	‘Feel closer with teachers as have already built up a relationship’

‘Support from teachers and established friendship groups’

‘I wanted to stay in a school environment, I thrive more in school as I am supported both academically and emotionally’  

‘I needed the extra support and push to be motivated to work, which is provided at school’

‘I felt I could do a broader range of subjects at school (by choosing different A levels) whereas college tends to offer specific full time courses’

‘I love the structure of sixth form as well as the routine of sixth form and specific support’

‘Social life is amazing in school with sixth form parties and things’

‘I like being involved in the school and feel like opinions are valued with opportunities to communicate’

‘I like that we get good career support and one to one support if needed’

‘The facilities are good’

‘I like having a sixth form uniform as we’re all the same and equal’ 

‘The head of sixth form engages really well with us and pushes us to access university’

‘I feel that everyone in school has an equal opportunity and the chance to voice their opinions’ 

As part of the discussion, everyone agreed they would prefer to stay in school to undertake their lessons with teachers face to face rather than travel to other settings or do online classes. When prompted to whether there was anything they disliked about sixth form, participants were overall very positive about the support they had received and their experiences so far. However, one participant highlighted that the large class sizes in some of his subjects are sometimes an issue due to there being less time for one to one support. The same participant also acknowledged that the school could benefit from new or different facilities to offer more vocational subjects.
When encouraged to consider why some learners may choose to attend other settings, such as college, the discussion included comments such as: 
	‘Some people like the independence you have at college’ 
	‘Some people like that there’s not such a strict structure’
	‘Like to dress in their own clothes’  
 	‘To access more vocational subjects’ 
	‘A levels can be seen as scary to some people’ 
	‘Might like the university style of teaching, such as lectures’ 
	‘Some think it will prepare them more for university and life’ 
Finally when asked whether participants had any suggestions on how schools could encourage learners to access their post 16 provision in schools, communication with neighbouring schools was strongly highlighted. Participants felt that schools without sixth forms are predominantly encouraged to go to college and are not provided with any information on neighbouring schools that have sixth forms, as an option; as one student stated, ‘I came from a different secondary school, and I wasn’t told anything about sixth form schools.’ Participants felt that if learners from schools without sixth forms were given the opportunity to look around local sixth forms, and talk with some of the learners already there, than this would possibly encourage more learners to attend sixth forms. Furthermore, some of the participants conveyed that schools should emphasise that sixth forms can provide learners with the skills and attributes needed to prepare learners for university and life, such as agency, independence and confidence; the same as what is perceived to be developed more in colleges, as one student conveyed ‘sixth form does give you the skills you need.’ 

Discussion and Recommendations: 
Based on the feedback received from respondents as part of this research project, retention rates of learners accessing post 16 provision in schools, is heavily influenced by the perception of a school having ‘good grades’. This was evident from the feedback received as past learners ranked the ‘achievement of academic grades’ as there most valued aspect of a sixth form provision. Wanting to attend a setting with a history of good grades supports this valued aspect of post 16 provision. Likewise, the most popular answer for current learners as to why they chose to attend sixth form over other options was ‘good grades at the school;’ Reinforcing previous research by Lauder, Jameison and Wikely (1998). However, the academic ethos of a school can also be seen as a disadvantage to attracting learners to stay in school for sixth form as some learners perceive A Levels ‘as scary’. Retention rates are also heavily influenced by learners wanting to stay in their friendship groups. This was a popular answer choice in both past and present learners as to why they opted to stay in school over other options, supporting research by Forskett, Dyke and Maringe (2008). A key theme emerging from the data gathered, is the emphasis on the development of effective and positive relationships with open and honest communication in which learners feel supported, listened to and respected as valued members of the school environment. Feedback received highlights the importance of peer and teacher relationships to learners, when deciding which type of post 16 provision they wish to access. 
Historically individuals have valued the gaining of academic grades as highly important and was perceived as the most valued aspect of a sixth form setting. However, current learners tended to reference aspects such as ‘relationships’, ‘pastoral support’, ‘well-being support’ and extracurricular experiences, together with the gaining of academic grades. This highlights the development of post 16 education, and education in general, and how it has evolved into a more holistic experience for children and young people. This research also portrays that this culture of learning is highly valued by our current learners. Support with mental health and well-being alongside academic support was also referenced throughout the data collected, in both the online surveys and focus group sessions. Current learners value and appreciate the pastoral support they receive in sixth form and would like to have access to more health and well-being or pastoral support, in which teaching staff have more time for learners. 
It is important to note that all learners are individuals that learn differently and should have access to the correct guidance and support to make informed decisions on their next steps after statutory education. Some learners will thrive more in a different environment to a school based setting, such as college. For the respondents who chose to attend college after school as opposed to sixth form, all answered that they were ‘interested in the subject’ as their reasoning for choosing a college course. This could be due to the wide range of subjects and courses offered in college that are currently not available in schools, including, but not limited to, sport science, mechanics, creative industries or equine qualifications. Another popular choice for respondents who chose to attend college was ‘needed for career/university’; again this may be due to the course specific, and work based options available at college, such as a full time sport coaching or a full time automotive course, needed for specific careers. This suggests, as conveyed within the focus group, that schools could possibly seek to increase their retention rates into sixth form by offering more vocational or work based learning opportunities. 
Furthermore, another key aspect that has been highlighted as fundamental from learners both past and present, is coherent careers, options and pathways advice. Learners should be entitled to information on all the options available to them to ensure they are making informed decisions on their futures; and are choosing the right subject options needed for their future aspirations. Finally, feedback received has revealed the need for more life skill opportunities in order to prepare learners for life after education, including workshops or experiences in finances, managing a household and applying for jobs. Advertising these attributes as part of a holistic sixth form experience could enhance post 16 retention rates in schools.   
In addition, as The Welsh Government begin the rollout of the new Curriculum for Wales (CfW); a holistic curriculum that aims to enable learners to develop as enterprising, creative, ambitious, capable, healthy and confident individuals who are ethically informed citizens for 3-16 year olds. It is important that schools reflect the learner centered ethos and key purposes of the statutory curriculum when considering their post 16 offer to ensure progression and consistency. 

Conclusion 
This research aimed to identify what influences the retention rates of learners accessing post 16 provision in schools and whether retention rates can be improved. Based on the qualitative and quantitative data analysed, it can be concluded that a number of factors influence the retention rates of learners staying in school to access post 16 provision.  The most predominant factors have been revealed to be relationships with teaching staff, school academic achievements, friendship groups and pastoral support offered at a school. Additional aspects such as facilities, careers advice and not having any other options close to where learners live, and thus reducing travel times, also play a role in influencing the decisions of learners, to a lesser extent. The results indicate that retention rates can potentially be improved if schools broaden their sixth form package and experiences to become more holistic. Schools should seek to promote a program that includes a range of subject choices both academic and vocational with appropriate facilities to support these subjects, appropriate mental health, well-being and pastoral support, suitable careers and pathways support and guidance, as well as opportunities that encourage life skills to prepare learners for life and employment after education.  
As The Welsh Government aim to empower CTER by 2023, who will manage the executive decisions in regard to post 16 provision across the country, and have the authority to remove control from LEAs; it is important now more than ever for sixth form schools within Carmarthenshire to understand and be encouraging sustainable and equitable post 16 provisions within their sixth forms, in which learners are supported and challenged and can thrive both academically and socially, equipped with the skills needed for life. 
It is important to note the limitation of this research being a small scale project. Sample sizes were small and therefore results cannot be generalised across the county, with each school having a different cultural and language context. Further research is needed to incorporate all possible influencing factors, including but not limited to, family engagement, additional learning needs, economic background or religious cultures of learners as well as the financial situations of school settings. 
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Appendices:
Survey 1 Questions:
https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=mqqbMYuOHk2GrvdqQD8chMpYxwzjZANHpy1U3Qm65mtUMDgxV1lJRlVHMjVOT1BPMFIxREVRREJUVS4u 
Survey 2 Questions:
https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=mqqbMYuOHk2GrvdqQD8chMpYxwzjZANHpy1U3Qm65mtUOUw2REcxT0dCMkw1NzlBOVRRSFZaWkRGRS4u 
Focus Group Discussion Prompts: 
1. [bookmark: _Hlk83373403]What do you like best about / value most from your Post16 Provision?
2. Is there anything you don’t like? 
3. Are there any changes you would like to see?
4. How did the school support you when deciding what to do for post 16? 
5. How do you feel about digital collaborations with other schools? Would this encourage you/put you off staying in sixth form?
6. Would internet connectivity/school I.T equipment have any influence over you choosing to stay in school for sixth form? 
7. Why do you think some learners choose not to stay in school for Post16?
8. Do you have any suggestions for encouraging people to stay in school for post 16? 


The percentage of A-C grades acheived in AS and Alevel across the county 

 A-C % AS	
2018	2019	2020	60	59	86	A-C % Alevel	
2018	2019	2020	78	75	94	Year


Percentage




The Percentage of A-C Grades at A-level for each school, in 2018, 2019 and 2020

2018	
79	71	80	77	76	82	87	74	2019	
79	72	82	59	64	89	80	77	2020	
92	93	96	95	89	95	93	97	School


Percentage




Number of learners Staying in Sixth Form in Carmarthenshire  

Number of learners 	2017	2018	2019	2020	804	745	739	734	Year


Number of Learners 



Percentage of pupils staying in school for sixth form, 2017 - 2020 comparison.

% stay Y11-12 2017	
51	58	53	61	51	68	56	67	% stay Y11-12 2018	
55	56	51	55	47	64	66	61	% stay Y11-12  2019	
44	55	53	56	43	67	65	67	% stay Y11-12  2020	
47	50	56	52	53	72	59	61	School


Percentage
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