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This small-scale study examines whether the A-Level qualification in business studies or BTEC qualification in business management is better at preparing students for the first year of a business management degree programme. The study uses a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and qualitative elements. The academic performance of students during their first year of a BSc Business Management degree programme is analysed to establish whether there is a statistically significant relationship between the entry qualification held and academic performance. And the perceived efficacy of the qualifications that students hold upon entry to the degree programme is explored from a student perspective through an anonymised student questionnaire. This research contributes to the wider discussion surrounding curriculum and qualifications reform. But it will be of particular interest to those concerned with transition, retention and widening participation in education. The research shows that whilst students possessing the two qualifications perform differently in assessments, the difference is not statistically significant. Furthermore, it is clear from the research that both qualifications have efficacy in preparing students for their first year of study.  
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[bookmark: _Hlk68699554]The number and proportion of students obtaining first class degrees is higher than ever (Busby, 2020). Yet, whilst we know a great deal about academically successful students (Bennett & Barkensjo, 2005) and the reasons for their success (Busby, 2020), not enough is known about students that perform poorly on degree programmes.  
HEIs are under a continuing obligation to do all they can to understand the reasons why some students perform badly, so that they can implement measures to help close the gap that exists between the top performers and the lowest performing students (Lowe & Cook, 2003). 
The first year of degree programmes is critical because we know that students are more likely to drop out of university after the first year than at any later stage. In fact, one in sixteen students do not progress to the second year of their course (Pells, 2020). Understanding the factors that impact student performance on the first year of a degree programme is therefore of vital importance and can help institutions understand the changes that are required to improve transition, retention, and student progress through their programmes. Ascertaining the factors that contribute to poor academic performance is also of particular significance when considered in the context of widening participation, as black students are more likely to drop out than their white and Asian counterparts (Lawton, 2018), as are those who are first in their family to go to university (Henderson, et al., 2020).
Poor academic preparedness is one factor influencing weak academic performance (Smith & Naylor, 2002), as is the relationship between a student’s willingness & ability to engage with learning opportunities (Bovill, et al., 2016). However, it was not until the Review of Vocational Education (Wolf, 2011) that commentators and scholars seriously started to consider the relationship between entry qualifications and outcomes. This has now been explored by researchers such as (Brimble, 2013) and (Pallavi Amitava Banerjee, 2018) adding to the wider discourse surrounding progression described in detail by (Vryonides & Lamprianou, 2013) and the range of factors affecting first-year performance explored by (Brookera, et al., 2017). This research will aim to contribute to this discourse. 
Today, most home students attending UK universities possess an A-Level or BTEC qualification, or a combination of the two. 
A-Levels remain the gold standard university entry qualification (Gill, 2017), although they have lost some of their lustre (Smith & White, 2015). Meanwhile, the number of students undertaking BTEC qualifications continues to grow year-on-year (UCAS, 2017) (UCAS, 2018) with one in four students now entering higher education possessing a BTEC qualification (Banerjee, 2018). As these are the two most widely undertaken qualifications at L3 and most commonly held university entry-qualifications, they will be the focus of this research. 
Traditional lines between academic and vocational education do not exist in the same way that they once did (Collins, 2011), meaning that BTEC is seen as a ‘safe bet’ entry qualification by learners. This is unsurprising as the two qualifications are viewed as equivalent by a significant proportion of UK universities (Anon., ) and are given parity by the NQF and the QCF which preceded it[footnoteRef:1]. HEIs throughout England & Wales are enthusiastic about vocational qualifications (Hyland, 2014) and students are being encouraged to complete BTECs, opposed to A-levels, as a means to a securing a good university place (Busby, 2017). It is therefore imperative to establish if the two most widely undertaken forms of entry qualification are of equivalent efficacy in terms of preparing students for their first year of degree study. To help us understand the question better, we need to appreciate how the two qualifications have evolved.   [1:  See Appendix A for a comparison of the NQF and QCF] 

A-Levels were introduced in 1951 as a standardised school-leaving qualification, replacing the Higher School Certificate (WJEC, 2012), and were initially aimed at students who achieved the highest grades at O-Level (Perry, 2014). At the time of the creation of A-Levels, the secondary school system in England & Wales was segregated by academic achievement (Gillard, 2008). There were three types of secondary school: Grammar; Secondary-Modern; and Technical (Hitchens, 2012). The Butler Education Act, which introduced this tripartite system of secondary education envisioned that grammar schools would deliver a traditional academic curriculum, teaching students to deal with abstract concepts based in theory (Bolton, 2017). A-Levels were at the pinnacle of grammar-school system and are the last remaining remnant of the tripartite system. 
In the tripartite system, children who were not deemed to be academic, but who were considered to have technical potential, were offered a scientific and mechanical education at a Technical School. Students would learn highly skilled vocations, to serve industry or science (Barber, 2014). According to (Sampson, 1965) the remaining students, not considered to be academically bright or technically gifted, were schooled in secondary modern schools which delivered a basic education to the majority of school-age pupils ranging from joinery to cooking. Whilst, a relatively modern innovation, BTECs were originally conceived as vocational programmes and were designed to be assessed by means of coursework as opposed to examination (Wolf, Review of Vocational Education, 2011). It was envisioned that students who were not viewed as academic could undertake a vocational course in a teaching environment, as opposed to either: train to work in one of the trades; or enter the unskilled labour market (Our history, n.d.). It could be argued that BTEC, originally designed for further education colleges, was the successor to the technical school & secondary modern vocational system. 
Today the picture looks very different to the days of the tripartite system. In all but a handful of counties (in England only), comprehensive schools which are designed to deliver a full-curriculum education to all, regardless of socio-economic background or academic attainment until age 16 (Paterson, 2012) have replaced the tripartite system. Most schools and colleges offer a range of courses which include subjects at BTEC and A-Level. Indeed, since the creation of Curriculum 2000, which was widely welcomed at the time by HEIs (Hodgson, et al., 2005), A-Level subject choice is wider than ever. 
Whilst the distinction between the two types of qualification is not as pronounced as it once was, A-Levels which are now divided into two parts – AS & A2, are still considered academic qualifications (Hodgson, et al., 2005) whilst BTEC qualifications are still referred to as vocational qualifications (UCAS, 2021). Arguably the most significant difference between the two qualifications is in terms of how the two qualifications are assessed. A-Levels are still primarily assessed by examinations with restrictive provisions limiting resit opportunities, with the notable exception of temporary changes made under emergency designed to stop the spread of coronavirus. Meanwhile, BTEC is noted for its flexibility, with students being able to seek formative feedback for their coursework submissions from the marker directly. 
For universities and those responsible for first-year provision this raises an important question – are the two most widely undertaken entry qualifications of equivalent value in terms of preparing students for the critical first year of study? 
This researcher’s own experience suggests that there is a disparity in terms of performance between learners who possess AS/A2-Level Business Studies and those that possess a BTEC in Business Management. This experience stems from his role as a university lecturer in business management. Immediately prior to the researcher’s appointment as a university lecturer he completed a PGCE, which included placements in a school and FE college. On the researcher’s first day as a university lecturer, he discovered that many of the students that he had taught in school and college, were now students on the degree programme which he was now in part responsible for delivering. Following the end-of-term examinations, the researcher identified that there appeared to be a common denominator among those who had failed the first year of the programme. Those who had undertaken BTEC Business Management at the local college appeared to have achieved lower marks than those who had completed A-Levels. This led the author to believe that those who had completed A-Level qualifications were better prepared than those who had undertaken the BTEC qualification in the same subject area. 
The researcher’s attention was drawn primarily to the matter of assessments. At the time, A-Levels required students to sit examinations, whereas BTEC qualifications did not. On the university programme, students were required to undertake examinations at the end of the first semester. For those students who had not completed an examination since GCSE level, this meant a significant adjustment.
As it is far more likely that a student from a lower socio-economic background will choose to undertake a BTEC qualification than A-Levels (Masardo & Shields, n.d.) and as students from lower socio-economic and unrepresented groups are generally less likely to apply to university in the first place (Rowbottom, 2013) it is vital that if disparities exist in terms of the efficacy of the two most widely taken qualifications, that these are understood and addressed, as to not address them will be to disadvantage the target groups of the widening participation agenda. For this reason, the researcher decided that the efficacy of the two qualifications in preparing students for first year study should be compared. 
The research utilises a mixed methods approach, combining elements of qualitative and quantitative research, which is suggested to be more effective and should ensure richer more diverse results (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). As (Fetters & Freshwater, 2015) argue, with a mixed methods approach, the sum is bigger than the component parts.
The researcher is a lecturer in a business school, so the research will be focused on a cohort of business undergraduates and AS/A2 Level Business Studies and BTEC Business Management. 
For background, the host university is a top-30 business school, with its students drawn from across the globe. Over the past five years since this research was first conceived, the BSc Business Management programme has grown significantly, and it is now the most profitable programme in the university’s suite of qualifications. This is not uncommon for universities which offer business programmes. Business-based degrees were first offered in the UK as early as 1902 (Birmingham Business School, 2010) and have grown in popularity since then. The value of business and economics education is appreciated by education policy makers (Brant & Cullimore, 2012), by universities and by students who are undertake the subject in droves. Indeed, it is the most popular degree subject across the UK. 
 This research aims to establish which qualification better prepares students for the first year of a business management degree programme - A-Level Business Studies or BTEC Business Management. 
The following research questions have been set to help direct and frame the research.
[bookmark: _Toc43330143][bookmark: _Toc69121062]Sub Questions

1. Which students achieve better first year outcomes on a business management degree programme – those with BTEC Business Management or AS/A2-Level Business Studies. 
2. Which students achieve better outcomes in examinations and in-class tests – those with BTEC Business Management or AS/A2-Level Business Studies.
3. Which students achieve better outcomes in coursework and presentations – those with BTEC Business Management or AS/A2-Level Business Studies.
4. Do students feel that their chosen entry qualification has been of value during the first year of a business management degree programme? 

A dataset of results from a large business management degree cohort will be analysed using the one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) test. The purpose this analysis will be to determine whether there are any statistically significant differences in academic performance during the first year of degree study between students with BTEC qualifications and AS/A2-Level qualifications. Performance in examinations, coursework and overall will be explored. In addition, questionnaires will be utilised to efficacy of entry qualifications in preparing students for coursework, examinations and assessment overall. The Fisher’s Exact test will be used to analyse the results of this questionnaire. 
[bookmark: _Toc69121063]Chapter 2 – Review of Literature

[bookmark: _Hlk68706491]This literature review will adopt the structure suggested by (Kaminstein, 2017) and will follow the approach set out by (Cooper, 1988) which is widely accepted to be starting point for all literature reviews. The primary focus will be on the development of post-16 education and qualifications and the role that post-16 qualifications play in preparing students for university. It is thematic, not chronological in structure. 
[bookmark: _Toc43330145][bookmark: _Toc69121064]2.1 Post-16 education

Reforming education has occupied governments for at least the last three decades (Hodgson & Spours, Specialised diplomas: transforming the 14–19 landscape in England?, 2007) and there is nothing to suggest that this debate will not continue indefinitely.  
The role that post-16 education plays in society and the economy is not to be underestimated. It is of interest to parents, policy-makers, employers and universities (Morris, 2018). However, despite its obvious social and economic importance, post-16 education is often kicked around as a political and media football (Association of School and College Leaders, 2019). As a result, planning of the post-16 curriculum and suite of qualifications is dominated by short-term thinking, rather than being grounded in a long term strategy (Moran, Equality and Human Rights Commission) and as (McNeill, 2006) pointed out the speed of change at 16+ shows little sign of slowing down. 
The historical context surrounding the debate over the development of post-16 education is perhaps best summed-up by Burchell (2010) who argues convincingly that the state of post-16 education is the result of an inevitable compromise of competing ideas and priorities, where the needs of industry, the input of pedagogical experts and views of the teaching profession are thrashed out to lead to the inevitable: a system which is neither fit for purpose, nor what any one special interest group would desire, were that group able to plan the curriculum unhindered. It is contended that the post-16 education ‘settlement’ favours the position espoused by the old humanists and argues that real curriculum and qualification reform, which removes the elitist undertones that exist within education is required. Whilst convincing, the paper is entirely theoretical in nature, wholly qualitative and lacks any basis in data.  
Burchell’s writings were in stark contrast though to the arguments advanced by Cawston, Thraves, Truss, & Bassett (2009) who make a robust case that traditional A-levels grounded in challenging subjects are the foundation of what they term “intellectual integrity” and are central to a solid education. In their paper, Cawston et al. make the point that individuals and society generally benefit from the critical thinking skills that are developed through vigorous study of the traditional academic disciplines. Far from arguing for further change, the authors advocate a return to the past, claiming that A-levels were unique in being grounded in a strong academic heritage. They maintain that universities should play an enhanced role in restoring A-levels to their former glory, echoing the point made by West (2006) who argues that the different accreditation arrangements that exist in further education can no longer be justified and are a contributing factor to several of the issues that we see today. 
Cawston et al. go onto make the point that A-levels, particularly since the widening of the catalogue of A-levels to include subjects that were once not viewed as being academic in nature, has led to erosion of A-level standards, teaching to the lowest common denominator and a “hollowing out” of the once gold standard qualification in favour of a teaching approach that places marking schemes and assessment criteria above the value of a rounded education. They further contend that this “hollowing out” has turned the A-Level into no more than a university entrance exam, rather than a vital component of the education system in its own right. The paper, whilst extensive in its commentary and criticism of the ‘new’ A-Level lacks impartiality and appears to be firmly rooted in a hypothesis which the authors are not prepared to challenge. There is little in the way of what could be described as data evident in the paper, which is not surprising when you consider the publishing organisation’s obvious bias. Reform, who commissioned the study, whilst independent of any one political party, do not deny that they have their own political agenda. This may be why the commentary is based on selective sampling of A-Level assessments and exam questions to highlight the alleged erosion in standards they claim is apparent. The study is notable by the gaps that exist within it. Whilst the study does contribute to the discourse surrounding post-16 education, the lack of peer-review and the absence of any quantitative research means that the study must be read with caution. 
In 2010 Barnes (2010) builds upon this critique by considering how A-Level examinations have developed, questioning their true purpose and their value as an assessment tool. But it was Bell, Malacova, & Shannon (2011) who explored the true objectives of Curriculum 2000 and the developments that this review spawned. Specifically, they examined uptake of A-levels and considered diversity of subject combinations, concluding that students were moving away from traditional subject combinations and were increasingly looking for a more balanced package of subjects, as opposed to specialising. 
This seemed to confirm what early proponents of Curriculum 2000, such as Greatorex (2001) argued for, specifically a breaking down of traditional barriers between vocational and traditional qualifications. Authors such as Greaztorex contended that BTECs should benefit from looking and feeling more like A-Levels, whilst A-Levels would be better if they looked more like BTEC. Importantly, the author recognised that the value of vocational qualifications was of particular importance as universities pursued aggressive new growth targets. It is easy to now forget the background to this and why vocational qualifications suddenly started to be seen in a different light, the author quite rightly draws attention to this. 
The Bell et al. study must be commended for the fact that it is firmly rooted in a statistical base. In their study, the authors have remained true to quantitative research methods using reliable sources of information. The study is also notable for highlighting significant increases in the uptake of A-Level General Studies since its creation. However, the authors fall short in their conclusions. Instead of answering critical questions and contributing to the debate, the authors seem content to let the data speak for itself. This non-committal approach seems overly cautious.  
More than a decade after the advent of Curriculum 2000, which promised radical change and which was driven by an aim to widen access to education, came a 2012 study by Daly, Baird, Chamberlain, & Meadows (2012). In it, they examined the ‘stretch and challenge’ policy which was brought in to address the perceived lack of higher order thinking skills being developed as part of the new A-level curriculum which had been identified and discussed by others such as Cawston et al. in their 2009 paper. Daly et al. examined the perceptions of students and teachers and concluded that on balance the policy shift in favour of critical thinking had had a positive impact on the quality and credibility of the A-Level qualification. This qualitative study contributed to the discourse surrounding the development of the curriculum and qualifications. However, the absence of a quantitative element to the research means that it should be viewed with caution.  
In parallel to the debate surrounding A-levels, there exists what at times feels like an entirely separate discourse on the subject of vocational education, in particular BTEC. This is despite the fact that it is clearly established that BTEC is viewed by students, schools and universities has being on par with A-levels. This artificial separation draws attention to the underlying issue, namely the fact that despite being increasingly taken as an entry qualification for university, vocational qualifications such as BTEC are still being designed and delivered within the context of vocational education and training. 
In 2006 Bathmaker explored the changing role and underlying purposes of vocational education arguing that whilst vocational education has a role to play in preparing students for higher education, it is not its dominant purpose. Furthermore, the author argues that the nature and formality of traditional academic qualifications provide their holders with an advantage over their vocational counterparts, as they are more akin to the traditional hierarchal structures that a student will encounter in the university environment. This is controversial as it seems to indicate a preference for retaining boundaries between traditional and more modern qualifications. The study is a secondary study of existing data and is largely drawn from government sources of information. 
Meanwhile, Mangan, Adnett, & Davies (2006) concluded from a detailed economic analysis of educational decision-making that decision making by post-16 learners has less to do with a strategic approach to one’s learning journey and more to do with a tendency to ‘play it safe’ and chose a broad range of subjects in order to keep options open. The researchers contend that parental involvement guides post-16 learners as to whether to follow a traditional A-level path or a vocational route, but offers little of substance to support this assertion. The study makes clear that whilst parents and learners are both notable by their high degree of caution, they appear to see vocational options as being broadly equivalent to A-levels, whilst offering the added benefit of being wider in subject scope, perhaps due to the role that employers play in developing vocational education courses, a point developed by (McCrystal & McAleer, 2010). 
In 2012, Major published the results of an extensive research study built on focus groups and interviews which examined the opinions of students and practitioners surrounding the L3 BTEC qualification, in order to establish its perceived value. The research was notable for its scope and depth, having been conducted with the backing of local learning networks and universities. This provided the researchers with an extensive pool of data from which to draw. 
Wilkins & Meeran (2011) attempted to answer why so many students fail to gain entry to their chosen university because of subject choice. This paper is prominent because it draws attention to the fact that qualification type is not everything, and that subject choice remains of fundamental importance. It reminds us that the decisions that are taken by learners and by those controlling the university admissions process is a complex multi-faceted process and that for most learners, qualification choice will not play a crucial role in determining whether a university place is offered to that learner or not, save in the case of the top universities, where the choice of which post-16 courses to undertake is sure to be of critical importance during the application process.
 Swift & Fisher (2012) later conducted an extensive study based on questionnaires and interviews which suggested that students adopted a cautious approach to deciding which post-16 qualification route to choose. The authors contend that a wide range of factors such as eventual earning capacity is considered by learners when making course choices. This was in stark contrast to earlier studies suggesting that students were likely to choose an option perceived as being ‘easier’. Whilst the interviews and questionnaires are of undeniable value, this researcher finds the lack of a quantitative basis to the study to be a cause for scepticism. It is notable that among the wide variety of factors apparently involved in qualification choice, ease of assessment barely features. This raises questions about the nature of the interviews and questionnaires and whether they were sufficiently open as to encourage candour, as it is simply difficult to believe that ease of assessment does not play a role in course choice.     
It was without doubt though, the recent study done by Masardo & Shields (2015) that does more to inform the discourse surrounding student choice and performance choice than perhaps any other single study. In it, the authors attempt to draw attention to the fact that the myriad of choices facing students today is greater than ever, and the need therefore to understand the consequences of making certain choices is also greater than ever. Data, the authors argue is key to helping students navigate this difficult journey of never-ending decisions. The authors draw attention to the fact that not only has the number of qualifications grown considerably, so to have the number of students shunning traditional A-levels for a BTEC qualification. It is impossible to deny this, as the fact is evident from the data presented by the authors, but reasons for this are left unexplored. The authors explore how well BTEC prepares students for higher education using a mixed methods approach, combining a quantitative analysis of data from HESA with qualitative data obtained from student focus groups and staff interviews. 
The Masardo et al. study closely resembles this researcher’s study, in terms of questions asked and methodologies used, although it is distinguished by its scale. As a HEA and HESA sponsored study, its scope is far wider than this researcher could hope to replicate. However, the existence of a study so similar in construction gives this researcher confidence that the research questions in this project are worthwhile trying to answer. In effect, this researcher’s project aims to replicate the Masardo study at a case-study level. 
Critically, the Masardo study found that students with vocational qualifications are less likely to receive a first or upper-second class degree, which supports the study done by Hayward & Hoelscher (2011) which looked at first year drop-out rates, and was also based on HESA and HEA datasets. The qualitative analysis shows that students with vocational qualifications, the majority of which hold a BTEC qualification, possess qualities which enable them to be more successful at university, such as confidence and self-awareness. It is argued that students who hold a vocational qualification are perceived as possessing more advanced interpersonal and organisational skills. Despite its shortcomings, this study could be described accurately as a landmark study in the field due to its breadth and depth. But what must be kept in mind when considering the value of the study is the fact that despite the overwhelming quantitative evidence suggesting that students who have pursued a vocational route prior to university attain lower outcomes than their A-Level counterparts, the recommendations made are more muted. Whilst the author recommends increased regulation of qualifications such as the BTEC and highlights the need for providers of qualifications to be more transparent regarding their true value, the author stops well short of recommending that BTEC and A-Level qualifications should no longer be viewed with equivalent status. 
2.2 Widening Participation
Widening participation in HE is a high priority on the political agenda across most European nations (Boezerooy & Vossensteyn, 1999) and we should not forget that widening participation was the primary goal of the policy decision to massively expand university places by the then New Labour government. As McCoy (2016) points out, the UCAS End of Cycle Report shows that the growth in participation in HE by disadvantaged young people has been made possible in part because of the existence of BTEC qualifications which enable students who otherwise might not proceed to university to be able to do so. However, although (Jarvis, 2010) contends that there is little evidence to suggest that vocational qualifications are viewed negatively by admissions tutors, it certainly appears that vocational education is viewed with negativity by both younger (Atkins & Flint, 2015) and older (Derricott, 2006) people. This study will in part at least aim to ask if this negativity is justified. 
In their 2010 paper, Aynsley & Crossouard (2010) contend that vocational pathways do not offer straightforward progression to HE and (Hoelscher, Hayward, Ertl, & Dunbar-Goddet, 2008)’s study makes clear that graduates who have entered university with a vocational qualification are less likely to attend a pre-1992 university. Meanwhile, (Fisher, From Business Education Council to Edexcel Foundation 1969–96: the short but winding road from technician education to instrumentalist technicism, 2007) argues that there exists a class‐based ideological subtext that continues to deny ‘parity of esteem’ to vocational education. 
Regardless of whether the perception of vocational qualifications is negative or not though, the role vocational qualifications, in particular BTECs have played in widening participation is undeniable. What is questionable though is whether they adequately prepare learners for what is coming next – i.e. undergraduate study. This should be the focus of further research. 
Scholars such as Fulton (2006) assert that the large scale expansion of higher education which has occurred in recent years should have been accompanied by significant reform of the entry qualifications system with the aim of abolishing what he describes as the elitist A-Level system, and which he further argues is preventing much needed social change. Indeed, Fisher (2010) champions the role that vocational qualifications have played in improving general pedagogical practices appearing to indicate that the problem, if there is any, does not lie with BTEC but elsewhere. This view is supported by (Smith & Bocock, 2010) who surveyed the relationship between the FE and HE sectors in the context of widening participation and concluded that students, particularly those without traditional A-levels suffered as a result of a lack of coordination and partnership working between the two sectors, which appears to indicate that further reform is necessary. 
[bookmark: _Toc43330146][bookmark: _Toc69121065]2.3 Examinations vs Coursework

This research will in part examine student performance in different types of assessments. The reason for this is that the degree programme that is the focus of this project is assessed using several different methods, including coursework and end-of-term examinations. As the central question for this research involves asking whether BTEC or AS/A2 Level holders perform differently, an analysis of their performance in different types of assessment is required. 
(Bridges, et al., (2002) extensive study examined in detail the role of coursework assessments in determining overall grades. This study showed that in business studies, performance in coursework is much higher, by as much as two-thirds of one honours class, suggesting that the proportion of overall marks comprised from coursework based assessments is central to determining overall academic performance. This research was supported by the findings of (Richardson J. T., 2015) whose research established that coursework alone or by a mixture of coursework and examinations tends to yield higher marks than assessment by examinations alone. The author goes onto say that a shift towards assessment by coursework is a leading cause of grade inflation. As BTEC students are assessed purely by coursework, this would suggest that learners who possess a BTEC qualification should perform better in coursework than their A-Level counterparts. What role coursework plays in determining overall assessment outcomes is a controversial subject in its own right though as validity remains a central principle of assessment (Crisp & Shaw, 2011) 
[bookmark: _Toc43330147][bookmark: _Toc69121066]2.4 Are BTEC qualifications easier?

Although commentators such as (Joy, 2017) point out that learners who have chosen a vocational pathway are better suited to work, unsurprisingly, what is not clear is if vocational qualifications provide the necessary grounding to achieve academic success. Underlying this is a question, the asking of which appears to be taboo – are BTEC qualifications easier?
One of the most important studies to tackle the subject of whether vocational courses should be viewed on par with traditional academic courses was completed by (Wilkins & Walker, Applied and academic A levels: is there really a need for the applied track in UK further education?, 2010) They challenged the notion that vocational and coursework-based courses are often criticised for being easier and are therefore bound not to develop students in the same way as traditional A-levels. Their extensive study involved roughly four times as many students as are the focus of this researcher’s research at a sixth form college. The statistics when viewed in isolation showed a clear picture – those following vocational subjects, did not perform at the same level as their counterparts studying for academic qualifications. However, it also concluded that students studying vocational courses were much more likely to demonstrate softer skills. There is much research to support this proposition.
The research carried out by Wilkins and Walker has been followed by one of the most important studies to impact this area of research. (Gill T. , 2017) conducted extensive research centred around logistic regression models, which were undertaken to predict the probability of a student achieving a first-class degree (or at least an upper second) depending on which prior qualification(s) they possess. This research, which is firmly rooted in statistical evidence shows that there is little meaningful difference in the performance of those undertaking vocational qualifications when compared to traditional qualifications. Gill goes onto argue that in addition to being of little consequence in terms of attainment, the vocational route may have added soft benefits. 



















[bookmark: _Toc69121067]Chapter 3 - Methodology

[bookmark: _Hlk68706564][bookmark: _Toc69121068]3.1 Research design, description, and rationale

The overall aim of the research was to determine whether the A-Level Business Studies qualification or BTEC Business Management qualification better prepared students for the first year of a business management degree programme. 
Quantitative research is reliant on numerical data (Muijs, 2010)  whereas qualitative research emphasises the qualities of entities and on processes and meanings (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Quantitative research enables research to be undertaken on a broad scale, but it can be limited in value. Meanwhile, qualitative research can be useful for in-depth analysis, but is subjective in nature (Cottrell, 2014). For this reason, a mixed methods approach was utilised. The main advantages of a mixed methods approach are that the sum of the research is bigger than the component parts (Fetters & Freshwater, 2015) and by combining both qualitative and quantitative research, richer more diverse findings are achieved (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). 
The research comprises of an analysis of the performance of students during the first year of a business management degree programme and an exploration of the perceived efficacy of the A-Level Business Studies qualification and BTEC Business Management qualification from a student perspective.
[bookmark: _Toc69121069]3.2 Academic performance data and entry qualifications data collection 

The host university records academic performance data for all of its students. The records of student performance are stored using a centralised institution-specific database. Each student has its own record, which must be accessed individually. Each record contains percentage data for every assessment completed, including coursework and examinations. Coursework type and examination type is recorded, as is entry qualification data, but not for all students. 
Data was extracted from the university’s database. This data consisted of anonymised individual data for an entire degree cohort. Each student record had to be extracted separately as individual files, which were identified by a record number. Each record was then explored to ascertain whether the student record contained details of an entry qualification. Where the record indicated that this was the case, the student record data was then inputted into a password-protected Microsoft Excel Spreadsheet. In separate columns, the students’ entry qualifications and performance in each and every assessment was inputted. This was an extensive undertaking, owing to the size of the cohort and the number of assessments undertaken by students. As the researcher was working alone, the risk of incorrect data entry was increased (Barchard, 2019), meaning that the entire process had to be repeated and the two spreadsheets compared for accuracy to overcome the potential impact of human error (Barchard, 2011).
[bookmark: _Toc69121070]3.22 Sorting and filtering of data

Entry qualification data was not available for a large proportion of the students. This is because the host university recruits heavily from international markets. Whilst some international students apply as direct entrants, most enter via partner colleges, which are based in the applicant’s home country. These colleges teach the overseas students for a period between 1-3 years, depending upon the student’s background and educational needs. The respective college is then responsible for judging the merits of a student’s application to the university. Therefore, entry qualification data is not recorded by the university for these students. A significant number of students are mature students. Under the university’s admissions policy entry qualifications data is not recorded for these students. 
Of the 149 (N = 149) students that had one of the following entry qualifications recorded against their name, the following qualifications were listed:
· AS Level Business Studies (70 students) 
· A2 Level Business Studies (106 students)
· AS Level Applied Business Studies (3 students)
· A Level Applied Business Studies (7 students)
· BTEC Business Management (38 students) 
Grades were also recorded for the above students. However, for the purposes of this study, grades have not been considered. As (Tate, 1994) suggests it is necessary to explain why this decision was taken, as the choice to not consider grades is a limiting factor in this research. The reason taken for this decision was that the admissions team could not guarantee that the BTEC data was accurately recorded. They explained, that whilst they could guarantee that if a student record showed that a student possessed a BTEC, this was the case. But as BTECs had undergone so many structural changes over the years, the way that diplomas and certificates were recorded could not be guaranteed. 
The student records were then aligned using the process of concatenating (Anon., n.d.) into a single dataset using Microsoft Excel, so that the data could be filtered and explored. Statistical grouping was then used to then allow for processing and analysing data (Riabushkin, n.d.). Using this method required the researcher to divide students into classes each with a particular characteristic. In this case, classes were based on prior qualifications. For the exploratory analysis presented in this paper the researcher excluded resits and all those who entered via a university-partner foundation course. The reason for excluding resits was necessary to ensure validity remained central to the study which was as identified as a necessity by (Crisp & Shaw, 2011).
The next phase of the study involved a detailed subject-level analysis. Student performance across all subjects undertaken during the first year of study was analysed on a module level. This involved analysing not only the overall subject, but also each individual assessment component. The modules undertaken are:
· Accounting;
· Human Resources Management;
· Marketing;
· Analytics;
· Finance;
· Professional Skills;
· Operations Management; and
· Context of Business.
All students follow these same modules during the first year of the programme. The rationale underpinning is to ensure all students, regardless of entry qualifications, are on a level footing by the second year of the degree programme, at which point they will be studying at L5; and to provide students with requisite knowledge to be able to take specialised modules in the second and third year of study. This ensures that a student who wishes to specialise in a subject, (e.g. marketing) has a grounding at L4 in the subject, prior to undertaking L5 and L6 modules. 
Modules are assessed using different assessment methods:
· Coursework & presentations
· In-class tests & examinations
Therefore, student performance in each type of assessment was analysed, as was performance in each subject area overall. 
[bookmark: _Toc69121071]3.23 Data Analysis

The data was analysed using statistical modelling to establish whether students with BTEC qualifications or AS/A2-Level qualifications perform differently in individual subjects, types of assessment and assessment overall. The ANOVA test was used. ANOVA helps identify if there are any statistical differences between the means of three or more independent groups (Qualtrics, 2021). This was used to establish whether the results were statistically significant.  For the ANOVA test, the researcher adopted the null hypothesis that students with BTEC and AS/A2 qualifications performed differently. 
[bookmark: _Toc69121072]3.24 Ethical considerations

Following discipline-specific standards in one’s research helps researchers structure their actions and activities and helps to preserve public trust in research. For this project, the Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (BERA, 2018) and the Ethics & Data Protection Guidance (The European Commission, 2018) were followed. 
The first ethical consideration that needed to be considered was that this component of the research utilised data that had been collected for a previous purpose. Article 14 of the GDPR states that where personal data is provided to you by a third party and the data subjects have not expressly consented to its use in research projects, the participants must be informed that you have acquired the data and will be using it. However, anonymising data so it no longer relates to identifiable persons and ensuring that the data subject cannot be re-identified means that the data is no longer personal data and is therefore no longer subject to the provisions of the GDPR. In this case, the data was provided in anonymised form in accordance with Article 89 of the GDPR. According to the EU guidance, this is the best way to mitigate ethical and legal risks. In any event, beyond the legal considerations, anonymity was necessary to protect privacy (Lavrakas, 2008).
The second ethical consideration was how to protect against researcher bias (Fuller, 1974). This was a particular risk in this research, as the researcher knows most of the participants personally and commenced the project with a very clear opinion, based on his own experience. Anonymisation was therefore critical in this regard, as it is the most effective way to protect against researcher bias (Shaw, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc69121073]3.2 Questionnaires 

In addition to gathering and analysing performance data, student volunteers were asked to participate in an online questionnaire designed using the Qualtrics system. The questionnaire contained 18 questions in a variety of formats and was designed to be answered in under 10 minutes which is critical for ensuring good participation (Ochoa & Revilla, 2017). Online questionnaires increase participation, ensure consistency of questioning, and remove interviewer participation with participants in order to reduce potential of interviewer bias or hypothesis being communicated to the participants (Evans, 2005), so it was determined to focus exclusively on electronic questionnaires. The researcher determined that utilising questionnaires was preferable to holding focus groups which are often notable for low participation, as well as being susceptible to interviewer influence and/or the influence of dominant participants (Anon., 2006). 
[bookmark: _Toc69121074]3.21 Questionnaire design 

For the questionnaire design, the researcher followed the 9-stage part approach suggested by (Lavrakas, 2008) as far as practicable. The researcher established the goal of the questionnaire was establishing whether student members of the cohort found BTEC and A-Level qualifications useful during the first year of the degree programme. It was imperative that all questions helped the researcher answer the overall research question, so for question design the researcher adopted the recommendations suggested by (Lietz, 2010). Ambiguous questions were avoided, and question types were used which enabled valid and reliable data to be generated (Cohen, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc69121075]3.22 Sorting and filtering of data

Following the issuing of the questionnaire, certain questions were deemed irrelevant. Whilst they might have provided useful data, the data did not contribute to the research aim. In accordance with the principle that educational research should not be a mechanistic exercise (Cohen, et al., 2012) the researcher decided to exclude certain questions from the analysis by a process of data cleaning, which can improve the quality of data and the credibility of research findings (Gitlin, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc69121076]3.23 Data Analysis

Tables of frequencies were then prepared and for the nominal data, bar graphs were constructed, although not included. The researcher determined to use the mean as the average for data and standard deviation as the measure of variability, which has a special relationship to the normal curve that helps in its interpretation. As the sample size was small and as there was unequal number of respondents for each question, percentages were included. 
Choosing an appropriate statistical test proved challenging. The researcher took the first seven variables related to qualifications students had prior to starting their degree program and compared it against the variable that quantified whether the students proceeded to the next year of work or if they had to repeat failed modules. Pearson’s correlation was ruled out due to the small data sample size, as was Spearman’s correlation testing. As Fisher’s Exact Test does not rely on normal distribution and it works for smaller sample sizes (Freeman & Campbell, 2007) it was determined to use the Fisher Exact Test to establish statistical significance. 
3.24 Ethical considerations
As this part of the research involved direct participants, there were several key ethical considerations, which were not fully appreciated by the researcher at the outset of the project. One major consideration was that permission to carry out the research would need to be obtained from three parties – the participants, the host university and the university supervising the research. This turned out to be extremely problematic and led to several delays in commencing the research as each university had different concerns, and it proved difficult to design the research in a way that would be compliant with the ethical procedures and guidelines of both universities. The major concern for the host university was that it did not want questionnaires to be distributed during periods of assessment, or at times when students were already being asked to complete surveys and questionnaires, for such purposes as module feedback. It was concerned about information overload. The host university was also keen to ensure that the results of the research were not made public automatically. Therefore, whilst it did give consent for the data to be used and for the questionnaire to be carried out, it did so subject to a limitation on publication. 
For the supervising institution, the concerns related primarily to data security, and the effect of the research on participants. The research proposal was rejected several times, which led the researcher to question whether primary research was truly feasible. However, the researcher followed the advice of (Hunter, 2019, p. 12) who argued that “working with research committees to resolve issues is far more effective as a strategy than adopting an adversarial relationship.” The structure of the research was reconsidered and eventually approved, subject to safeguards. 
According to (Brooks, et al., 2015) it is important to consider the utility of research by carrying out an analysis of whether the perceived benefits of the research outweigh and negative consequences. This was the principle which guided the researcher at all times. Potential respondents were given appropriate information about the research project in which they were asked to take part. This included explaining that the questionnaire was part of a research project which aimed to help better understand how entry qualifications relate to performance on the first year of the degree programme, and that this research may benefit future students by helping to inform discourse, particularly as it related to transition and first year programme design. 
3.3 Drawing conclusions
It is important to note that efficacy is often a matter of perception (Rabaz, et al., 2014), so that for the reason student perception of the value of their entry qualifications is just as critical as the performance data. By combining both qualitative and quantitative analysis including examining overall performance and subject level performance with anonymous questionnaires a degree of triangulation was achieved (Gerard, 2004).










[bookmark: _Toc69121077]Chapter 4 – Results and Discussion

[bookmark: _Toc69121078]4.1 Academic performance by subject

[bookmark: _Toc69121079]4.11 Accounting

The accounting module is assessed by:
· Mid-term in-class test – 30%;
· End-of-term examination – 70%.
[bookmark: _Toc43328537][bookmark: _Toc43330167][bookmark: _Toc69111570][bookmark: _Toc69121096]Table 1: Performance in accounting general statistics
	
	Overall
	Examination
	In-Class Test

	Min
	12
	0
	0

	Max
	100
	100
	100

	Range
	89
	100
	100

	Mean
	60
	55
	71

	St Dev
	21.1973
	26.1041
	17.21907



[bookmark: _Toc43328538][bookmark: _Toc43330168][bookmark: _Toc69111571][bookmark: _Toc69121097]Table 2: Performance in accounting by entry qualification
	
	Overall
	Examination
	In-Class Test

	All students
	60
	55
	71

	Holders of BTEC
	50
	44
	64

	Holders of AS Level Business Studies
	64
	61
	73

	Holders of A2 Level Business Studies
	56
	51
	69



· Analysis shows that students who possess AS-Level Business Studies prior to entry achieve the highest marks overall, whereas students who possess a BTEC qualification achieve the lowest marks overall. 
· This is also the case for the mid-term in-class test and end-of-term examination. 


[bookmark: _Toc69121080]4.12 Human Resources Management 

The human resources management module is assessed by:
· Mid-term coursework – 40%;
· End-of-term examination – 60%. 
[bookmark: _Toc43328539][bookmark: _Toc43330169][bookmark: _Toc69111572][bookmark: _Toc69121098]Table 3: Performance in human resources management general statistics
	
	Overall Module 
	Coursework
	Examination

	Min
	0
	0
	0

	Max
	83
	84
	89

	Range
	83
	84
	89

	Mean
	55
	52
	57

	St Dev
	13.7097
	15.585
	15.5192



[bookmark: _Toc43328540][bookmark: _Toc43330170][bookmark: _Toc69111573][bookmark: _Toc69121099]Table 4: Performance in human resources management by entry qualification
	 
	Overall Module 
	Coursework 
	Examination 

	All students
	55
	52
	57

	Holders of BTEC Business Management 
	47
	46
	48

	Holders of AS Level Business Studies
	58
	57
	60

	Holders of A2 Level Business Studies
	59
	56
	60



· Analysis shows that students who possess A2-Level Business Studies achieve the highest marks overall, whilst students who possess BTEC Business Management achieve the lowest marks overall. 
· Students possessing AS-Business Studies achieve the highest marks in coursework, whereas students who possess BTEC Business Management achieve the lowest marks in coursework. 
· Students possessing AS-Business Studies and A2 Business Studies jointly achieved the highest marks in examinations, whereas holders of BTEC Business Management achieve the lowest marks in examinations. 


[bookmark: _Toc69121081]4.13 Marketing

The marketing module is assessed by:
· Mid-term coursework – 25%;
· Mid-term coursework – 5%;
· End-of-term examination – 70%.
[bookmark: _Toc43328541][bookmark: _Toc43330171][bookmark: _Toc69111574][bookmark: _Toc69121100]Table 5: Performance in marketing by entry qualification
	
	Overall Module Result
	Examination
	Coursework 1
	Coursework 2

	Min
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Max
	73
	84
	73
	72

	Range
	73
	84
	73
	72

	Mean
	49
	52
	51
	48

	St Dev
	13.4806
	16.22462
	15.68111
	14.65019



[bookmark: _Toc43328542][bookmark: _Toc43330172][bookmark: _Toc69111575][bookmark: _Toc69121101]Table 6: Performance of students in marketing by entry qualification
	 
	Overall Module
	Examination
	Coursework 1
	Coursework 2

	All students
	49
	52
	51
	48

	Holders of BTEC
	42
	43
	46
	43

	Holders of AS Level Business Studies
	53
	56
	54
	51

	Holders of A2 Level Business Studies
	53
	57
	54
	51



· Analysis shows that students who possess AS-Level Business Studies achieve the highest marks overall, whilst those who possess BTEC achieve the lowest marks overall. 
· Students possessing A2-Business Studies and AS-Business Studies jointly achieve the highest marks in coursework, whereas students possessing BTEC Business Management achieve the lowest marks in coursework. 
· Students possessing A2-Business Studies achieve the highest marks in examinations, whereas holders of BTEC Business Management achieve the lower marks in examinations. 


[bookmark: _Toc69121082]4.14 Analytics

The marketing module is assessed by:
· Mid-term coursework – 30%;
· Mid-term coursework – 35%; 
· End-of-term coursework – 30%.
[bookmark: _Toc43328543][bookmark: _Toc43330173][bookmark: _Toc69111576][bookmark: _Toc69121102]Table 7: Performance of students in analytics general statistics
	
	Overall Module Result %
	Coursework 1
	Coursework 2
	Coursework 3

	Min
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Max
	83
	94
	100
	83

	Range
	83
	94
	100
	83

	Mean
	55
	60
	54
	50

	St Dev
	19.7102
	22.34539
	25.21912
	21.45131



[bookmark: _Toc43328544][bookmark: _Toc43330174][bookmark: _Toc69111577][bookmark: _Toc69121103]Table 8: Performance of students in analytics by entry qualification
	 
	Overall Module Result
	Coursework 1 Result
	Coursework 2 Result
	Coursework 3 Result

	All students
	55
	60
	54
	50

	Holders of BTEC
	46
	51
	43
	41

	Holders of AS Level Business Studies
	60
	65
	60
	55

	Holders of A2 Level Business Studies
	59
	64
	60
	54



· Analysis shows that students who possess AS-Level Business Studies achieve the highest marks overall, whilst those who possess BTEC Business Management achieve the lowest marks overall. 
· Students possessing AS-Business Studies achieve the highest marks in coursework, whereas students possessing a BTEC achieve the lowest marks in coursework. 


[bookmark: _Toc69121083]4.15 Finance

The finance module is assessed by:
· Mid-term in-class test – 30%;
· End-of-term examination – 70%.
[bookmark: _Toc43328545][bookmark: _Toc43330175][bookmark: _Toc69111578][bookmark: _Toc69121104]Table 9: Performance of students in finance hemera; statistics
	
	Overall Module
	In-class Test
	Examination

	Min
	0
	0
	0

	Max
	92
	100
	94

	Range
	92
	100
	94

	Mean
	53
	68
	46

	St Dev
	19.18017
	19.23465
	21.62285



[bookmark: _Toc43328546][bookmark: _Toc43330176][bookmark: _Toc69111579][bookmark: _Toc69121105]Table 10: Performance of students in finance by entry qualification
	 
	Overall Module
	In-class Test
	Examination

	All students
	53
	68
	46

	Holders of BTEC
	40
	57
	33

	Holders of AS Level Business Studies
	57
	72
	51

	Holders of A2 Level Business Studies
	58
	73
	52



· Analysis shows that students who possess A2-Level Business Studies achieve the highest marks overall, whilst those who possess BTEC Business Management achieve the lowest marks overall. 
· Students possessing A2-Business Studies achieve the highest marks in in-class tests, whereas students possessing BTEC Business Management achieve the lowest marks in in-class tests.
· Students possessing A2-Business Studies achieve the highest marks in examinations, whereas holders of BTEC Business Management achieve the lower marks in examinations. 


[bookmark: _Toc69121084]4.16 Skills 

The skills module is assessed by:
· Mid-term in-class test – 40%;
· End-of-term presentation – 60%.
[bookmark: _Toc43328547][bookmark: _Toc43330177][bookmark: _Toc69111580][bookmark: _Toc69121106]Table 11: Performance of students in skills
	
	Overall Module
	Coursework
	Presentation

	Min
	0
	0
	0

	Max
	77
	85
	74

	Range
	77
	85
	74

	Mean
	49
	46
	50

	St Dev
	15.73436
	17.79018
	18.70236



[bookmark: _Toc43328548][bookmark: _Toc43330178][bookmark: _Toc69111581][bookmark: _Toc69121107]Table 12: Performance of students in skills by entry qualification
	 
	Overall Module
	Coursework
	Presentation

	All students
	49
	46
	50

	Holders of BTEC
	44
	42
	45

	Holders of AS Level Business Studies
	51
	72
	51

	Holders of A2 Level Business Studies
	50
	48
	52



· Analysis shows that students who possess AS-Level Business Studies achieve the highest marks overall, whilst those who possess BTEC Business Management achieve the lowest marks overall. 
· Students possessing AS-Business Studies achieve the highest marks in coursework, whereas students possessing BTEC Business Management achieve the lowest marks in coursework.
· Students possessing A2-Business Studies achieve the highest marks in presentations, whereas holders of BTEC Business Management achieve the lower marks in examinations. 


4.17 Operations Management
The operations management module is assessed by:
· Mid-term coursework – 30%;
· End-of-term examination – 70%.
[bookmark: _Toc43328549][bookmark: _Toc43330179][bookmark: _Toc69111582][bookmark: _Toc69121108]Table 13: Performance of students in operations management
	
	Overall 
	Examination
	Presentation

	Min
	0
	0
	0

	Max
	84
	96
	87

	Range
	84
	96
	87

	Mean
	49
	48
	52

	St Dev
	19.24237
	23.1542
	20.3151



[bookmark: _Toc43328550][bookmark: _Toc43330180][bookmark: _Toc69111583][bookmark: _Toc69121109]Table 14: Performance of students in operations management by entry qualification 
	 
	Overall
	Examination
	Presentation

	All students
	49
	48
	52

	Holders of BTEC
	35
	28
	46

	Holders of AS Level Business Studies
	54
	55
	53

	Holders of A2 Level Business Studies
	55
	54
	53



· Analysis shows that students who possess A2-Level Business Studies achieve the highest marks overall, whilst those who possess BTEC Business Management achieve the lowest marks overall. 
· Students possessing AS-Business Studies achieve the highest marks in examinations, whereas students possessing BTEC Business Management achieve the lowest marks in examinations.
· Students possessing A2-Business Studies and AS-Business Studies jointly achieve the highest marks in presentations, whereas holders of BTEC Business Management achieve the lower marks in examinations. 


4.18 Context of Business
The context of business module is assessed by:
· Mid-term coursework – 10%;
· Mid-term coursework – 40%;
· Presentation: - 10%;
· Presentation – 40%.
[bookmark: _Toc43328551][bookmark: _Toc43330181][bookmark: _Toc69111584][bookmark: _Toc69121110]Table 15: Performance of students in context of business
	
	Overall Module Result %
	Coursework 1
	Coursework 2
	Presentation 1
	Presentation 2

	Min
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Max
	198
	88
	469
	81
	92

	Range
	198
	88
	469
	81
	92

	Mean
	58
	54
	58
	57
	60

	St Dev
	20.31652
	17.2254
	38.5593
	20.7669
	22.35784



[bookmark: _Toc43328552][bookmark: _Toc43330182][bookmark: _Toc69111585][bookmark: _Toc69121111]Table 16: Performance of students in context of business
	
	Overall Module Result %
	Coursework 1
	Coursework 2
	Presentation 1
	Presentation 2

	All students
	58
	54
	58
	57
	60

	Holders of BTEC
	49
	49
	46
	50
	52

	Holders of AS Level Business Studies
	62
	57
	64
	60
	61

	Holders of A2 Level Business Studies
	63
	58
	63
	60
	62



· Analysis shows that students who possess A2-Level Business Studies achieve the highest marks overall, whilst those who possess BTEC Business Management achieve the lowest marks overall. 
· Students possessing AS/A2-Business Studies achieve the highest marks in coursework, whereas students possessing BTEC Business Management achieve the lowest marks in coursework.
· Students possessing A2-Business Studies achieve the highest marks in presentations, whereas holders of BTEC Business Management achieve the lower marks in presentations. 
[bookmark: _Hlk69033372]

[bookmark: _Toc69121085]4.2 Performance in assessments overall

[bookmark: _Toc43328553][bookmark: _Toc43330183][bookmark: _Toc69111586][bookmark: _Toc69121112]Table 17: Overall Descriptive Statistics
	
	N
	Mean
	Std. Deviation
	Std. Error
	95% Confidence Interval for Mean
	Minimum
	Maximum

	
	
	
	
	
	Lower Bound
	Upper Bound
	
	

	BTEC Holders
	38
	44.16
	15.120
	2.453
	39.19
	49.13
	7
	68

	A2-Level Business Studies Holders
	106
	57.49
	9.838
	.956
	55.60
	59.39
	29
	77

	AS-Level Business Studies Holders
	70
	57.49
	9.940
	1.188
	55.12
	59.86
	29
	76

	Total
	224
	54.94
	12.059
	.806
	53.35
	56.53
	7
	77



· From the frequency table, A2-Level Business Holders and AS-Level Business Holders, have the highest mean score of 57.49, while BTEC holders have the lowest mean score of 44.16. From the above it can be concluded that students with A2-Level Business and AS-Level Business perform better than other students with the BTEC qualification. However, it was necessary to run a statistical test on the data in order to establish if the results were statistically significant. 
To test if the qualifications significantly influences student performance on the course an ANOVA was carried out. The following null hypothesis were used. 
· H0: The pre entry qualifications that a student has, does not significantly influence their performance on the course.
· H1: The pre entry qualifications that a student has, significantly influences their performance on the course.
· (Reject H0 if p-value < 0.05)
[bookmark: _Toc43328554][bookmark: _Toc43330184][bookmark: _Toc69111587][bookmark: _Toc69121113]Table 18: ANOVA Test
	
	Sum of Squares
	df
	Mean Square
	F
	Sig.

	Pre entry qualifications
	5713.502
	4
	1428.376
	11.710
	.000

	Within Groups
	26712.743
	219
	121.976
	
	

	Total
	32426.246
	223
	
	
	



From the Anova test, F (4,219) = 11.710, with p-value < 0.05, it is implied that the H0 is therefore rejected and hence it is concluded that the entry qualifications that a student possesses significantly influences his/her performance on the course.


[bookmark: _Toc69121086]4.3 Questionnaire Results

[bookmark: _Toc69121087]4.31 A-Levels

[bookmark: _Toc69111588][bookmark: _Toc69121114]Table 19: Number of students (N) with an AS Level Business Studies on entry by grade
	N
	Answer
	%

	1
	AS Business Studies Grade A*
	3.70%

	1
	AS Business Studies Grade A
	3.70%

	1
	AS Business Studies Grade B
	3.70%

	2
	AS Business Studies Grade C
	7.41%

	2
	AS Business Studies Grade D
	7.41%

	1
	AS Business Studies Grade E
	3.70%

	19
	I do not have an AS in Business Studies
	70.37%

	27
	Total
	100%



[bookmark: _Toc69111589][bookmark: _Toc69121115]Table 20: Number of students (N) with A2-Level Business Studies on entry by grade
	N
	Answer
	%

	2
	A2 Business Studies Grade A*
	7.41%

	2
	A2 Business Studies Grade A
	7.41%

	1
	A2 Business Studies Grade B
	3.70%

	3
	A2 Business Studies Grade C
	11.11%

	2
	A2 Business Studies Grade D
	7.41%

	0
	A2 Business Studies Grade E
	0.00%

	17
	I do not have an A2 in Business Studies
	62.96%

	27
	Total
	100%



[bookmark: _Toc69111590]

[bookmark: _Toc69121088]4.32 BTEC

[bookmark: _Toc69121116]Table 21: Number of students (N) with a BTEC Business Management L2 on entry by grade
	N
	Answer
	%

	0
	A distinction in a BTEC Level 2 qualification in business management, e.g. a BTEC First
	0.00%

	1
	A merit in a BTEC Level 2 qualification in business management, e.g. a BTEC First
	3.70%

	1
	A pass in a BTEC Level 2 qualification in business management, e.g. a BTEC First
	3.70%

	25
	I do not hold any Level 2 BTEC qualifications in business management
	92.59%

	27
	Total
	100%



[bookmark: _Toc69111591][bookmark: _Toc69121117]Table 22: Number of students with a BTEC Business Management L3 on entry
	N
	Answer
	%

	2
	A distinction in a BTEC Level 3 qualification in business management, e.g. a BTEC National
	7.41%

	3
	A merit in a BTEC Level 3 qualification in business management, e.g. a BTEC National
	11.11%

	1
	A pass in a BTEC Level 3 qualification in business management, e.g. a BTEC National
	3.70%

	21
	I do not hold any Level 3 BTEC qualifications in business management
	77.78%

	27
	Total
	100%





[bookmark: _Toc69121089]4.33 Efficacy of qualifications

[bookmark: _Toc69111592][bookmark: _Toc69121118]Table 23: Efficacy of entry qualifications in general
	N
	Answer
	%

	2
	Extremely useful
	8.00%

	7
	Very useful
	28.00%

	12
	Moderately useful
	48.00%

	3
	Slightly useful
	12.00%

	1
	Not at all useful
	4.00%

	25
	Total
	100%



[bookmark: _Toc69111593][bookmark: _Toc69121119]Table 24: Descriptive statistics for efficacy
	N
	Question
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Mean
	Std Deviation
	Variance

	25
	How useful do you feel that your previous qualifications were to you when you started your course?
	1.00
	5.00
	2.76
	0.91
	0.82



[bookmark: _Toc69111594][bookmark: _Toc69121120]Table 25: Efficacy of different entry qualifications
	#
	Question
	A little
	
	Somewhat
	
	A lot
	
	Total

	1
	GCSEs
	50.00%
	11
	27.27%
	6
	22.73%
	5
	22

	2
	A-Levels
	30.00%
	6
	40.00%
	8
	30.00%
	6
	20

	3
	BTEC
	0.00%
	0
	60.00%
	3
	40.00%
	2
	5



[bookmark: _Toc69111595][bookmark: _Toc69121121]Table 26: Descriptive statistics for utility
	N
	Field
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Mean
	Std Deviation
	Variance

	22
	GCSEs
	2.00
	4.00
	2.73
	0.81
	0.65

	20
	A-Levels
	2.00
	4.00
	3.00
	0.77
	0.60

	5
	BTEC
	3.00
	4.00
	3.40
	0.49
	0.24



[bookmark: _Toc69111596]

[bookmark: _Toc69121122]Table 27: Level of efficacy of entry qualifications
	N
	Answer
	%

	2
	0
	8.33%

	2
	1
	8.33%

	1
	2
	4.17%

	0
	3
	0.00%

	1
	4
	4.17%

	3
	5
	12.50%

	1
	6
	4.17%

	3
	7
	12.50%

	5
	8
	20.83%

	2
	9
	8.33%

	4
	10
	16.67%

	24
	Total
	100%



[bookmark: _Toc69111597][bookmark: _Toc69121123]Table 28: Descriptive statistics
	#
	Field
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Mean
	Std Deviation
	Variance
	Count

	1
	On a scale of 1-10 (with 1 being not at all, and 10 being lots) how much do you feel having a business studies qualification helps students in the first year of the degree programme?
	0.00
	10.00
	6.17
	3.22
	10.39
	24





[bookmark: _Toc69121090]4.3 Academic performance

[bookmark: _Toc69111598][bookmark: _Toc69121124]Table 29: End of year programme outcome
	Count
	Answer
	%

	23
	Progress to next academic year
	92.00%

	2
	Repeat failed modules
	8.00%

	25
	Total
	100%



[bookmark: _Toc69111599][bookmark: _Toc69121125]Table 30: Descriptive statistics
	Count
	Field
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Mean
	Std Deviation
	Variance

	25
	What decision did you receive at the end of your first year (on the degree programme)?
	1.00
	2.00
	1.08
	0.27
	0.07



[bookmark: _Toc69111600][bookmark: _Toc69121126]Table 31:Performance in assessments by participants

	Count
	Answer
	%

	13
	Examinations
	52.00%

	12
	Coursework
	48.00%

	25
	Total
	100%



[bookmark: _Toc69111601][bookmark: _Toc69121127]Table 32: Descriptive statistics
	Count
	Field
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Mean
	Std Deviation
	Variance

	25
	Generally, did you perform better in:…
	1.00
	2.00
	1.48
	0.50
	0.25





[bookmark: _Toc69121091]4.35 SPSS Statistical Analysis

[bookmark: _Toc69111602][bookmark: _Toc69121128]Table 33: Statistical analysis of association between holders of AS business studies and performance in coursework & examinations
[image: ]
There was no statistically significant association between AS business study qualifications and performance in coursework/examinations, p > .05.
[bookmark: _Toc69111603]
[bookmark: _Toc69121129]Table 34: Statistical analysis of association between holders of A2 business studies and performance in coursework/examinations
[image: ]
There was no statistically significant association between A2 business study qualifications and performance in coursework/examinations, p > .05.

[bookmark: _Toc69111604]

[bookmark: _Toc69121130]Table 35: Statistical analysis of association between holders of BTEC Level 2 qualifications and performance in examinations/coursework
[image: ]
There was no statistically significant association between BTEC level 2 qualifications and performance in coursework/examinations, p > .05.

[bookmark: _Toc69111605][bookmark: _Toc69121131]Table 36: Statistical analysis of association between holders of BTEC Level 2 qualifications and performance in examinations/coursework
[image: ]
There was no statistically significant association between BTEC level 3 qualifications and performance in coursework/examinations, p > .05.

[bookmark: _Toc69121092]4.36 Discussion 

The participants were asked to rate how much they felt having a business studies qualification helps students in their first year of the degree program. A scale of 1-10 was used. Most of the students opted for 6-10 telling us that this qualification was helpful. The largest proportion of students chose 8 or 10. At the end of the first year of the degree program, 91.7% (n = 22) progressed to the next academic year while 8.3% (n = 2) had to repeat failed modules. More than half the students at 54.2% (n = 13) felt they performed better in examinations while 45.8% (n = 11) performed better in their coursework. If they could choose how they would be assessed on their degree program, 66.75 (n = 16) said through a mix of examinations and coursework. Exactly 25% (n = 6) said they would chose to be assessed on just coursework alone while 8.3% (n = 2) said just examinations alone. 
The 24 students answered a set of five Likert scale questions regarding how certain aspects of teaching and learning enabled them to feel prepared within their degree program. Based upon modes along, previous qualifications were somewhat useful when starting the degree courses. 


[bookmark: _Toc69121093]Chapter 5 –Discussion, analysis and interpretation of the data  

When commencing this research the researcher felt that certain hypotheses were hard-wired into his own belief system. As a university business studies lecturer, who had previously taught business studies at GCCE, BTEC and A-Level, the researcher had formed clear views regarding the academic rigour of the BTEC qualifications. The researcher’s own teaching experience had convinced him that the A-Level in Business Studies was a more robust course than the BTEC. In particular, the researcher believed that the mixed-approach to assessing the A-level was more challenging than the wholly coursework-based assessment of the BTEC qualification. This view was further ingrained in the researcher when he commenced his career as a university lecturer. His early classroom experience had convinced him that those completing BTECs were less engaged with teaching & learning opportunities than their A-level counterparts and were performing comparatively lower at university assessments. 
[bookmark: _Toc490480249]Analysis of the results data from the cohort shows that students with BTEC Business Management and AS/A2 Business Studies did perform differently during the first year of the degree programme overall, and in in all types of assessment including: coursework & presentations; and mid-term in-class tests & examinations. The statistical modelling also reveals that students who hold an AS/A2 level qualification are more likely to achieve a better result than those who hold a BTEC business qualification. However, the qualitative data obtained through questionnaires shows another side of the coin. This shows that most students believe that their entry qualification, regardless of whether it is a BTEC or A-Level qualification was useful in terms of preparing them for the first year of the programme, and although the sample size was small, meaning that the results were not statistically significant, the perceptions of students are hugely encouraging. Whilst this was small scale research, its results seemed to echo the findings of (Pallavi Amitava Banerjee, 2018) who found that entry qualifications were a strong predictor of end-of-first year results on business management courses. 
What the results do not indicate though, is whether the students who have chosen BTEC would have entered university had they not had that option. Widening participation in HE is a high priority on the political agenda across most European nations (Boezerooy & Vossensteyn, 1999) and we should not forget that widening participation was the primary goal of the policy decision to massively expand university places by the then New Labour government. As McCoy (2016) points out, the UCAS End of Cycle Report shows that the growth in participation in HE by disadvantaged young people has been made possible in part because of the existence of BTEC qualifications which enable students who otherwise might not proceed to university to be able to do so. We know that vocational education is viewed with negativity by some both younger (Atkins & Flint, 2015) and older (Derricott, 2006) people. However, there is there is little evidence to suggest from this study that holding a BTEC vocational qualification is likely to result in a majorly significant outcome of the first of study. Furthermore, BTEC qualifications are not viewed negatively by admissions tutors (Jarvis, 2010) so for those that have taken BTEC primarily as a means of entry to university, there is no reason to see why young people should not continue to consider BTEC to be an equivalent option. Furthermore, those that hold BTECs are clear that they consider the qualification to have utility. 
The perceived value of business studies qualifications, by their holders is encouraging. It shows that students feel that there is a tangible benefit to them of undertaking an entry qualification in business studies. What is also positive is that all those students possessing either a BTEC or A-Level qualification in business studies perform better than their counterparts who do not arrive at university with an entry qualification in the subject. This demonstrates the business studies school curriculum and learning opportunities available to school and college learners when they take a business studies qualification has efficacy.  
Fisher (2010) champions the role that vocational qualifications have played in improving general pedagogical practices appearing to indicate that the problem, if there is any, does not lie with BTEC but elsewhere. Thee research would appear to show that BTEC increases choice, breaks down barriers to education and increases diversity and widening participation. This has to be for the public good defined by (Borman, et al., 2012) as the benefits of a university education are impossible to deny in a general sense (Development, ). At the heart of this research is the concept of choice and the data appears to show that individual choice does not result in a detriment, which is critical as individual student should matter (Jordan, et al., 2009).  
It is also positive to note that the data showed that students undertaking a business qualification of either sort performed better than their counterparts without a business qualification on entry. As Gardner (2013) states universities rarely require students to possess a business studies qualification in order to gain a place on a business studies course, even though business courses require students to engage with an applied social science subject that combines theory, practice and real world case study (Baruch, Bell, & Gray, 2005). This may therefore suggest that both entry qualifications should be promoted by universities as the benefit in terms of performance and efficacy is apparent. The host university’s entry requirements table is included below. The data indicates that changes are not required. 

	[bookmark: _Toc43328536][bookmark: _Toc43330166][bookmark: _Toc69111606][bookmark: _Toc69121132]Table 37 Entry Tariff at the Sample University
	Tariff Points
	A Level Grades
	BTEC Grades

	144
	AAA
	DDD

	136
	AAB
	

	128
	ABB
	DDM

	120
	BBB
	

	112
	BBC
	DMM

	104
	BCC
	

	96
	CCC
	MMM

	88
	CCD
	



Notes: 
UCAS points are used by some universities, including the sample university to allocate a numerical, and therefore comparable value to qualifications (Anon., ). 
A-Level grades range from A* to E, A* being the highest and E being the lowest (Acquah, 2013)
BTEC qualifications are graded as either: D = Distinction, M = Merit, P = Pass (Anon., )
















[bookmark: _Toc69121094]Chapter 6 - Summary and Conclusions

[bookmark: _Hlk68706614]In 2015 there were 164 HEIs, excluding further education colleges, in the UK (Universities UK, 2016) catering to 1.75million undergraduate students. As the number, and proportion, of school leavers attending university is now greater than ever (Bolton, 2012), the need to ensure students are equipped to fully engage with all the teaching and learning opportunities on offer at university is increasingly important. 
The UK government's widening participation strategy has brought with it both opportunities and new challenges. One such challenge relates to the student population and the assumptions that can be made about its skills and knowledge base. There is understandably a growing concern that students entering university today are not as well prepared for degree study as their predecessors (Maguire, et al., 2015). This is apparent as the number of students that fail the first year of university is fast becoming a major concern across the world (Fonteyne, et al., 2014). A greater number of universities are also now teaching basic numeracy and literacy skills to undergraduates during degree programmes (Carroll & Feltham, 2007) to address skills gaps that have emerged. Whilst it is positive to note that higher levels of education are paying off for young people (Development, ) in a general sense, we must not overlook the issues. Employers are increasingly voicing their concerns regarding the quality of graduates generally (Chiru, et al., 2012) and increasingly sceptical public are starting to ask is a degree still worth having or is it just a waste of time and money? (Schmidt, ) Furthermore, it appears that achieving curriculum balance and cohesion continues to elude (Tate, 1994). The financial cost to the country of students undertaking courses that are not of value to them, their employers or wider society is also not to be overlooked (Stables & Stables, 2006).
It is therefore vital that all of those in HEI and those that make HE policy understand what is taking place within universities and the role that different factors play in influencing student performance and attainment on degree programmes. 
In 2006 (Bennett & Barkensjo, 2006) asked what characteristics an excellent business studies student displayed, while extensive research has also been carried out examining the role that different forms of assessment play in determining overall performance (Richardson, 2015). However, it is only relatively recently that the role of entry qualifications possessed by students in determining eventual degree outcomes has started to become the focus of research. This area is controversial, as qualification equivalence has become a bedrock principle in the HE admissions process. 
It is clear that learners, teachers, education providers and employers all need to have confidence in the integrity of qualifications. All qualifications, whether vocational or academic should meet rigorous quality standards. 
The current fragmented system of accreditation has helped create a situation where true equivalence and qualification integrity is in question. But this research would appear to show this concern is not necessary. Although, in the short term, HEIs need to improve transition arrangements for existing students and those arriving in higher education in the future, as suggested by (Maguire, et al., 2015) so the playing field is levelled as much as is practicable within the limits of resources available, discarding BTEC as an entry qualification is not necessary. Indeed, in the context of widening participation this could be disastrous. 
Clearly though, HEIs have a duty to their current and future students to do what is feasible to address discrepancies. As (Jones, et al., 2016) argue, the transition from school/college to university is significant and pre university courses held between the end of the school year and beginning of the university term, can be advantageous. In their study of the efficacy of pre university courses they examine the impact of an existing course and conclude that it is of value. 
It is  this researcher’s view that pre-university courses aimed at university entrants that have completed a vocational qualification would help to address the issue. Because, whilst the researcher acknowledges that it remains the responsibility of teachers to ensure that topic content is communicated in a way that is engaging (Thorpe & Rawlinson, 2014) and improving student performance is the primary goal of teachers (RAND, 2012), the link between entry qualifications and first year performance cannot be overlooked, however small. 
It is acknowledged that this research was limited in scope to a single degree cohort in one university. The research also did not take into account other factors which are known to affect performance such as school context which (Lasselle, et al., 2014) argue is central to the discussion surrounding student attainment or school resourcing which is more stretched than ever as a direct result of an expanding curriculums (Huckman & Fletcher, 2006). Neither did the paper explore the role of race or gender upon attainment which (Chansarrkar & Michaeloudis, 2010)’s study appears to show is a relevant factor.  
Nevertheless, the research findings appear to confirm what other researchers, perhaps most notably (Pallavi Amitava Banerjee, 2018),  (Gill, 2017) and (Shields & Masardo, 2017) found. The researcher believes that the methods and approach followed in this project could be replicated across multiple degree cohorts in a single university or within the university sector more widely and that this should be a priority for all those concerned about student performance in general, and first year pass rates in particular. 
A fundamental question posed by this study is the same question asked by (Smith, 2011) which is what do we want from our education system? Does it exist to serve the needs of the economy, society or individual learners? The answer of course is undeniably that it serves the needs of all three, but that striking a balance between the competing interests, particularly as resources are so finite, is certain to be a continual struggle. Whatever its purpose though, as (Kidd & Wardman, 1998) suggest, careers advice must play a role in helping learners make appropriate choices. 
Furthermore, as (Cawston, et al., 2009) suggest, if A-Levels are going to remain the gold standard access qualification by which all others judged, then the role of the university sector in creating the school curriculum and setting standards must be widened. Or in the alternative, if academic and vocational systems at L3 are going to continue to diverge, we may need to consider the introduction or university entry exams, such as are in place in Finland (Ahola & Kokko, 2001) 
It was intended that this research would contribute to the wider discourse surrounding student performance and attainment in a small but significant way by exploring the effect of entry qualifications on student performance during the vital first year of a degree programme generally and specifically by helping to inform the debate as to whether BTEC and A-Level qualifications truly are equivalent.   
We conclude this research by stating that whilst the research has shown a small difference in the efficacy of the BTEC and A-Level qualifications in the context of business studies, we must remain mindful of further reform for the sake of reform because of the impact it has on learners, which was afforded due prominence by (Elwood, 2012). We must also note that BTEC qualifications are flexible – learners can take them alongside (or instead of in some cases) GCSEs and A-levels in schools and colleges. And as students arrive at university for their undergraduate study from an increasingly diverse education background, they are a valuable tool in widening participation. 
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	Level
	Examples of NQF qualifications
	 Examples of QCF qualifications

	  Entry
	Entry level certificates
	Awards, Certificates, and Diplomas at entry level

	
	English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL)
	 Foundation Learning at entry level

	
	Skills for Life
	Functional Skills at entry level

	
	Functional Skills at entry level (English, maths and ICT)
	

	  1
	GCSEs grades D-G
	BTEC Awards, Certificates, and Diplomas at level 1

	
	BTEC Introductory Diplomas and Certificates
	Functional Skills at level 1

	
	OCR Nationals
	Foundation Learning Tier pathways

	
	Key Skills at level 1
	NVQs at level 1

	
	Skills for Life
	

	
	Functional Skills at level 1
	

	 2
	GCSEs grades A*-C
	BTEC Awards, Certificates, and Diplomas at level 2

	
	Key Skills level 2
	Functional Skills at level 2

	
	Skills for Life
	OCR Nationals

	
	Functional Skills at level 2
	NVQs at level 2

	 3
	A levels
	BTEC Awards, Certificates, and Diplomas at level 3

	
	GCE in applied subjects
	BTEC Nationals

	
	International Baccalaureate
	OCR Nationals

	
	Key Skills level 3
	NVQs at level 3

	 4
	Certificates of Higher Education
	BTEC Professional Diplomas Certificates and Awards

	
	
	HNCs

	
	
	NVQs at level 4

	 5
	HNCs and HNDs
	HNDs

	
	Other higher diplomas
	BTEC Professional Diplomas, Certificates and Awards

	 6
	National Diploma in Professional Production Skills
	BTEC Advanced Professional Diplomas, Certificates and Awards

	
	BTEC Advanced Professional Diplomas, Certificates and Awards
	

	 7
	 Diploma in Translation
	BTEC Advanced Professional Diplomas, Certificates and Awards

	
	BTEC Advanced Professional Diplomas, Certificates and Awards
	NVQs at level 5 (in the QCF framework)

	 8
	Specialist awards
	Award, Certificate and Diploma in strategic direction



Notes: 
1. The BTEC being examined in this study is the Level 3 Diploma. 
2. BTEC qualifications are offered at a number of levels but for the purposes of this study we are only concerned with BTEC qualifications at Level 3 on the National Qualifications and Credit Framework which (Ofqual, 2015) states are equivalent to A-levels in terms of difficulty and academic rigour.
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Chi-Square Tests

Asymptotic
Significance  Exact Sig. (2-  Exact Sig. (1- Point

Value df (2-sided) sided) sided) Probability
Pearson Chi-Square. 883° 1 347 1.000 542
Continuity Correction” 000 1 1.000
Likelinood Ratio 1263 1 261 1.000 542
Fisher's Exact Test 1.000 542
Linear-by-Linear 846° 1 358 1.000 542 542
Association
N of Valid Cases 2

a2 calls (50.0%) have expected countless than 5. The minimum expected count is .46
b. Computed onlyfor a 242 table
. The standardized statistic is -.620.
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Asymptotic
Significance  Exact Sig. (2-  Exact Sig. (1- Point
Value df (2-sided) sided) sided) Probability
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Likelinood Ratio 1782 3 619 883
Fisher-Freeman-Halton 1.666 883
Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear oo00® 1 987 1.000 578 164
Association
N of Valid Cases 2

2.6 calls (75.0%) have expected countless than 5. The minimum expected count s .46
b. The standardized statistic s 016.
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N of Valid Cases 2

a.10 calls (83.3%) have expected countless than 5. The minimum expected count s .46
b. The standardized statisic s -110.
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