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Abstract

This research paper explores the social, academic, and developmental value of arts and
humanities foundation years at university. The research was conducted with students at a post-
92 university in the northwest of England and investigates their experiences of undertaking a
foundation year course in the arts and humanities. It focuses on students’ perception of the
course’s value in terms of the educational and personal benefits to them. The research was
conducted in the context of the 2019 Review of Post-18 Education conducted by Sir Phillip
Augur that recommended funding be withdrawn from university foundation year courses. Our
research found that most students would not have continued studying had a university
foundation year course not been available to them, and that the course benefitted them in a
number of ways, including by developing their self-confidence and their sense of belonging in
a Higher Education (HE) environment. Our findings demonstrate that foundation years at
universities continue to play an important role in widening participation in the arts and
humanities at a time when these subjects are themselves under threat, and therefore remain
valuable in promoting social justice and inclusivity in HE.
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2019). The number of students

entering HE

Introduction

In the UK, foundation years play a vital role in
widening access to Higher Education (HE). This entry
route is more common amongst underrepresented
backgrounds such as mature students, students from
black or ethnic minorities, and students who are the
first generation in their family to go to university
(Braisby, 2019; MclLellan et al.,, 2016; Nathwani,

https://doi.org/10.24377/prism.article1626

Institutions via foundation vyears has grown
considerably in recent times. Whilst this is just a
fraction of the intake of all students enrolling at
university, the trajectory of growth of foundation
level courses underlines the positive impact of
recruitment  strategies, especially in those
communities where participation in HE is low. This
article uses the arts and humanities foundation year
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at a post-92 university in the northwest of England as
a case study to analyse the experience of students
accessing higher education through this entry route.
We argue that foundation year courses play a vital
role in widening access to HE, promoting social
inclusivity, and expanding the opportunities for
students from backgrounds that are
underrepresented in UK universities.

This article has been written in part as a response
to questions that have been raised about the quality
of foundation year (FY) courses. Indeed, it has been
suggested that the increase in institutions offering
this entry route, which coincided with a demographic
shift in the number of 18-year-olds, is evidence that
to university hierarchies these courses are little more
than a “cash cow” (Kernohan, 2019; Griffiths et al,
2018). It is in this context that Philip Augar’s (2019)
review of post-18 education and funding concluded
that foundation level courses in universities in
England represent poor value for money and should
have their funding withdrawn. Augur contended that
students should be re-directed to access courses
taught in Further Education (FE) colleges, which
provide another entry route into HE for students who
do not have the necessary qualifications for direct
entry (2019). This recommendation fails to recognise
the significant differences between these two routes
into undergraduate study. FYs attract far more
students under the age of 20 whilst a larger number
of over-21s attend access courses (Finlayson, 2019).
Additionally, FY students are also statistically more
successful in terms of progression with 79% of
students going onto undergraduate study compared
to just 62% of those who undertake an access course
(Finlayson, 2019).

While the government backtracked on Augur’s
recommendation, it has been proposed that a fee cap
of £5,197 be introduced for foundation years to bring
them in line with access courses (Hale, 2022). While
at face value this appears like a compromise which
would solidify the long-term future of foundation
years at universities, in the context of an increasingly
marketised HE system in which decisions are often
entirely profit driven (Brown, 2011), university
management may be reluctant to maintain
foundation year provision if it offers a reduced
income. This problem is particularly acute for

foundation year courses in the arts and humanities,
where undergraduate provision for these subjects has
already been withdrawn from a number of HE
providers. Indeed, even institutions who have
maintained their undergraduate provision for arts
and humanities subjects have chosen to withdraw
foundation provision. This is, in part, a reaction to
another challenge faced by HE providers — the
institutional performance measures brought in by the
Office for Students (William, 2022a). These indicators
could potentially see courses penalised if they do not
hit potential targets in terms of retention,
progression, and graduate employment within 15
months of completion.

The immediate threat, however, is that university
bosses appear to be pre-empting negative results and
are assuming these will be prevalent in arts and
humanities subjects, despite recent research by the
British Academy which rebuffs claims regarding the
employment prospects of graduates from these
subject areas (British Academy, 2020). This has led to
the withdrawal and/or suspensions of courses at the
University = of  Roehampton,  University  of
Wolverhampton, and Sheffield Hallam University.
There is also an assumption that foundation year
students pose a greater retention risk which is seeing
universities remove this entry route, particularly from
arts and humanities courses, in an attempt to curate
their performance measures. In our experience this
assumption is misguided, and with the right levels of
support students who undertake foundation years
have the same potential to thrive in HE as students
entering directly into the traditional ‘first year’ of
university (level 4). The arts and humanities
foundation year course at the heart of this study has
seen high retention rates, with year-year increase
over the first four years of the course and a pass rate
of above 90% for the 2019 to 2022 period.

If the trend to withdraw arts and humanities
foundation year courses continues, the opportunity
to study these subjects in university is removed from
those students who remain underrepresented in HE.
While access courses might still offer an alternative
route, it is unclear if similar numbers of students
would choose to undertake this form of study.
Indeed, in the survey conducted as part of this study,
when asked if they would have undertaken an access
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course if the foundation year was not available, 93.6%
of students answered ‘no’. In the focus groups we
conducted this narrative was developed further with
students discussing how they felt university was the
natural next step and that remaining at college would
have felt like a punishment for underachieving in their
A-Levels.

Against this backdrop, this article will assess the
value of arts and humanities foundation year courses
to the students who undertake them. Drawing on
questionnaire feedback and qualitative focus group
interviews with students, this article both extends the
literature on foundation years in the UK context and
contributes to the growing body of literature
appreciating foundation year students’ own
experiences.

Context

The arts and humanities foundation year course
focused on in this study consists of roughly 40
students from five programmes. The students
undertake six modules over the course of the year,
three in each of the two semesters. These are each
worth 20 credits which is comparable to how
undergraduate courses are organised at the
institution in question. In the four core modules
students are taught together for lectures but are split
into two seminar groups based on subject, with
similar subjects grouped together (for example
History and International Relations and Politics are
one group, English, History of Art, and Media Culture
and Communication are the other). There are also
two subject specific modules for each programme.
This format has been adopted as it allows a degree of
subject specific teaching while maintaining efficiency
on a relatively small course. Additionally, by doing
three modules per semester the structure of their
respective undergraduate programme is replicated,
thus preparing them for the transition to level 4.

The university itself has a high number of students
from backgrounds underrepresented in HE, with 22%
of students coming from low participation
neighbourhoods. This compares very favourably to
the HE sector as whole; in the period 2015/16 to
2019/20 only 11.8% of students attending an HE
course were from low participation neighbourhoods
(HESA, 2020). According to internal institutional data

the percentage of arts and humanities foundation
year students who come from low participation
neighbourhoods is slightly higher than the
institutional figure (26.5%). This highlights that even
at an institution that thrives in widening access to HE,
FYs are still one of the most accessible routes into
university for students from underrepresented

backgrounds.
Literature Review

In England and Wales as of 2021 there are currently
140 universities that offer FY courses (Kettley and
Murphy, 2021). In 2017 UCAS listed 400 different FYs
whose structure, provision, and target students
varied considerably (O’Sullivan, Byrne, Robson, and
Winter 2019). FYs have traditionally been offered in
STEM disciplines, however, the numbers of FY
programmes in the arts, humanities, and social
sciences are growing and have been recently brought
to the attention of the general public and academics
through the news of Cambridge and Oxford’s new FY
courses (PA Media, 2021; McKie, 2021; Holmes-
Henderson and Watts, 2021; Williams 2022).

A number of widening participation (WP) policies
have been introduced since the Conservative-Liberal
Democratic Coalition Government in 2010 stated it
wanted to ‘attract a higher proportion of students
from disadvantaged backgrounds’ into HE (Connell-
Smith and Hubble, 2018, p. 5). For example, in their
2011 White Paper ‘Students at the Heart of the
System’ they defined WP activities as those which
aimed ‘to recruit students from the groups...identified
as under-represented, and then to ensure their
success’ (Ellis and Allan, 2010, p. 24; Department for
Business, 2011). One of the ways that HE institutions
responded to WP policies was by establishing FY
courses (Ellis and Allan, 2010). There are two general
motivations for the development of such courses as
WP activities: to widen access to students whose A-
Level results fall below entry requirements, and to
increase diversity by accepting applications from
students who did not take A-Levels (Leech, Marshall,
and Wren, 2016). Broadly, the students taking FYs are
those identified under WP agendas as “non-
traditional” either because they have no or lower
than expected A-Levels or because they are mature,
first-generation, part-time students and/or those
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entering HE via vocational training routes (Wint,
2022).

The ways that FYs are run in the UK is hugely
variable. Leech et al. (2016) established a model for
identifying the most common kinds of FY and
identified eleven possible combinations of entry
requirement and delivery type. For example, where
some courses required UCAS points for all applicants,
others required them only for under-21s or not at all.
The categories for delivery type were also varied,
including, FYs taught in Academic departments, in
specialist centres, in FE colleges, or a combination of
FE and HE institutions. Furthermore, some FY
applicants are also evaluated based on their social
background and experiences, including if they come
from a low-income household, are a care leaver, or
refugee and/ or asylum seeker. This focus on social
and financial barriers to HE in the assessment process
for FY courses stems, in part, from a particular
understanding of WP which emphasises access to
highly selective universities as the key to social
mobility (Kettley and Murphy 2021).

Indeed, WP programmes and agendas have tended
to focus more on elite and highly selective universities
where the social diversity of students has traditionally
also been more limited. Russell Group universities like
Oxford and Cambridge, for example, have long been
criticised for the number of privately educated
students they accept onto their degree programmes
and their lack of support for socioeconomically
disadvantaged students (Williams, 2022; Tidman,
2021; Major and Tompkins, 2021; OfS 2019). The
Office for Students (OfS) has increasingly put pressure
on selective universities to increase participation
from areas with low rates of HE engagement which
has put them at risk of losing out on funding if they do
not make greater progress towards equalising their
entrants (OfS 2019; Boliver, Banerjee, Stephen and
Powell, 2022). Of the 140 universities in England and
Wales who currently host FYs, 15 of those are Russell
Group universities who have reduced entry criteria
and/or admissions metrics and tuition fees (Kettley
and Murphy, 2021). Both Cambridge and Oxford’s
new FYs will offer privately funded, free places to
students who achieve BBB at A-Level, a reduction of
their typical AAA entry requirements. However,
unlike FYs in universities which charge fees and

guarantee entry onto a related degree program if the
student passes the course, at Oxford and Cambridge
students must complete the course at the ‘required
level’ to progress (University of Oxford, 2025).

However, there is evidence to suggest that for the
majority of non-traditional students more than
financial support is necessary to overcome
recruitment and, vitally, retention biases (Leech et al.,
2016). Whilst highly selective universities can afford
to focus on fees-centric models of provision, this is
not likely to be enough to attract and retain students
from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds.
Through semi-structured interviews with first-
generation FY students at a highly selective institution
(Durham University), Hindle et al., (2021) found that
their experience of university was characterised by a
lack of economic resources, academic skills
preparedness, and cultural and social capital
compared to more privileged students. These results
were replicated in similar research conducted by
Attridge (2021) on working-class students attending
Oxford University. Interviews with these students
revealed that they experienced their life in HE as a
dilemma, where their new identity as university
students was in contrast with their previous working-
class identity.

Examining the process of designing the FY for
Cambridge and a survey of 304 prospective target
students, Kettley and Murphy (2021) have argued
that broader pedagogical transformation is needed to
tackle the financial and cultural barriers to
attendance at the institution. In general, highly
selective universities tend to focus more on
recruitment as the key factor in WP than on student
retention (Boliver et al., 2022; Leech et al.,, 2016;
Kettley and Murphy, 2021; Chipperfield, 2012; Wint,
2022; Ellis and Allen 2010). This results in blind spots
around what it actually means for students to attend
and be successful at university. This is indicative of
broader debates in the sector which consider
whether access to HE is an effective means of social
mobility (UK Data Service, 2018). It also raises
questions about whether social mobility should be
the central aim of WP to HE, and about the validity in
the past emphasis on elite universities in WP
schemes; questions to which this article responds.
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According to Wood, Su, and Pennington (2024),
‘education is often viewed as a way of achieving social
mobility by equipping people with the skills deemed
necessary for individual progress in the labour
market’ (p. 79). The Social Mobility Commission
defines social mobility as ‘the link between a person’s
occupation or income and the occupation or income
of their parents’ (2024). The idea of social mobility as
means to overcome social inequality has increasingly
been criticised for placing too much responsibility on
the individual (Wood, Su, and Pennington 2024).
Indeed, the admissions pages for the Oxford
Astrophoria Foundation Year, marketed at ‘those
with significant academic potential, who have
experienced severe personal disadvantage or
disrupted education’ (University of Oxford, 2025),
illustrates precisely this rhetoric of social mobility as
‘an essentialised conception of talent and ability
which extend hierarchies of social worth’ (Wood, Su,
and Pennington, 2024, p. 80). The problem with this
dominant narrative of WP qua social mobility
commonly is that it pays little or no attention to the
structural conditions that create and sustain
inequality in the first place.

Where the rhetoric of social mobility promotes
upward mobility narrowly in economic and
employment terms, the idea of social justice offers a
more nuanced lens through which to view inequality.
Although defining social justice can be difficult,
McArthur suggests that there are ‘broad principles’
that underpin most definitions: ‘valuing and
respecting the lives of others; a commitment to lives
where we have choice; relieving suffering, and a fair
distribution of life chances and rewards’ (2024, p. 10).
By reorienting the aim of WP in HE towards social
justice rather than social mobility, this article unpacks
the notion ‘value’ in relation to FY courses, expanding
it beyond the discourse of 'value for money' which has
dominated the debates surrounding the legitimacy
and costs of FYs as well as their purpose in WP
agendas (Baker, 2022; Policy Perspective Network.
(2021).

As mentioned, the research for this article was
carried out at a post-92 university with a student body
comprised primarily of first-generation working-class
students, and like many other post-92 universities,
the university thereby already plays a role in WP and

access to HE. Post-92 institutions also offer a different
learning environment to elite universities, as ensuring
students are supported to progress through their
studies is already a priority. The research gathered in
this article, thus offers novel insight into the specific
experiences of FY students at a post-92 university, as
well as reflections on designing a course that
prioritises social justice rather than social mobility.

This article also contributes to a growing field of
literature that examines student perspectives on FY
provision and the barriers they faced to HE (Black,
2022; Wint, 2022; Chipperfield, 2013; Allen and
Anderson, 2020). This body of work tends to include
reflections on the pedagogy and curriculum design of
FYs, particularly in terms of using positive group
dynamics to instil confidence in non-traditional
students and how to avoid so-called deficit thinking.
Dampier et al., (2019), for instance, note that FY
students are often discussed in terms of their deficit
around achievement and knowledge, and their
greater need for support, and that this can lead to
them being thought of as needing to be “fixed” to
adapt to the existing privileged HE context (Parkes,
Mathias, Seal, McGowan, and Hall, 2018). Murray et
al make a similar point about the idea of imposter
syndrome, the term describing the persistent feeling
of ‘being a fraud despite one’s achievements, often
with the fear that one will be exposed’ (2023, p. 750).
This is often presented as an individual issue, a
narrative that ignores social and institutional contexts
as well as sideling the structural inequalities that
generate the feelings of inadequacy in the first place
(Murray et al, 2023).

To oppose this, it has been proposed not to
‘assume that students have failed the education
system’ and instead acknowledge that ‘university
study has failed them’ (Seal and Parkes, 2019, p.7).
O’Sullivan, Bird, Robson, and Winters (2019) surveyed
students accessing HE through a series of pathways
including FY courses and found that FYs had a positive
impact on students’ sense of belonging, confidence,
and their academic preparation. In their study
O’Sullivan, Robson and Winters (2019) retrieved
follow up data post course completion to investigate
the impact of FYs. Their data showed that the FY
completion offered students the chance to build and
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maintain supportive relationships with academic staff
and increase their sense of confidence and autonomy.

As noted at the outset of this review, FYs play a vital
and evidenced role in the rates of students
progressing to and completing undergraduate
degrees. The predominance of highly selective
universities in discussions around WP policy focusses
on financial barriers. This limits the discussion around
the broader value of these courses and disregards the
efforts and value of the policies and agendas of other
universities. Indeed, as this review has shown, less
selective universities already contribute to widening
participation to higher education. The research
presented in this article examines the role played by
an arts and humanities FY at a post-92 university
where entry requirements and curriculum design is
already inclusive compared to Russell Group and
highly selective institutions that have tended to be
the focus of previous studies. It thereby offers new
insights into how students perceive the value of FY
courses at time when changes to HE funding
structures has also altered general views of FY
provision as “egalitarian” projects, seeing them
increasingly as new ways for universities to increase
revenue (Wint, 2022).

Methodology

This study seeks to understand the value of arts
and humanities FYs to students. However, rather than
measuring value in financial terms, such as the
standard social mobility indicators (income and
occupation), it applies a social justice approach to the
conceptual framing of “value”. In doing so it places
emphasis on how the students perceive the value of
the FY, in developmental, social, and academic terms.

This article’s data is drawn from a larger,
exploratory mixed-methods evaluation of how an arts
and humanities FY at a UK University may promote
social justice and enable diverse learning
environments (see Feather et al 2024). As such, this
research’s strategy can be understood as aligned with
the case study approach —which permits an in-depth,
exploratory examination of a ‘program, event,
activity, [or] process [...] bound by time and activity’
(Creswell, 2014: 241). Whilst we acknowledge, in
turn, the difficulties in drawing generalizable
conclusions from this case study, it should also be

mentioned that this was not the overarching aim of
the current study.

First, after obtaining ethical approval, we launched
an online questionnaire. This was distributed to
students who had undertaken the arts and
humanities FY between 2018-2021. 47 respondents
completed the questionnaire which contained
gquestions about students’ experiences of undertaking
a FY. Second, we conducted four focus groups with
students (n=12, see Table 1) in order to acquire a
more nuanced qualitative understanding of FY
students’ perceptions (Osborne and Collins, 2011). In
total, three focus groups took place in-person, and
one via Zoom (in March and April 2022). These focus
groups were facilitated by a research team member
and audio-recorded for the purpose of transcription.

Focus Group # Composition

1 2 women, 2 men
2 2 women, 1 man
3 2 women

4 2 women, 1 man

The data emerging from the questionnaire and the
focus groups was supplemented by secondary
sources, including internal institutional data, policy-
documents, white papers, and media sources. Upon
analysing the focus group data, a grounded theory
approach (Strauss and Corbin, 1990) was adopted in
order to identify codes and categories that informed
empirically driven themes through open, axial and
selective coding stages. This approach enabled the
research team to induce theory from the data, whilst
allowing for constant comparison between our
different forms of data that, in turn, allows the
researchers to ‘identify, develop, and integrate
concepts’ (Corbin, 2017, p. 301). One dominant
theme that emerged from the focus groups is that
students identified the FY as a generator of
confidence for undergraduate study and beyond. This
is central to how students perceive the value of the
FY, both socially, academically and developmentally.
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Analysis: Developing Confidence for Success
in Undergraduate Study & Beyond

The main theme that emerged from our data
analysis related to confidence and how it may serve
as a key barrier to education for many students.
Indeed, 63.8% of the surveyed students expressed
that completing the foundation programme
improved their confidence and/or self-esteem. This
was also touched upon often in the focus groups. In
part, this confidence related to understanding the
university setting more broadly, including how
assignments work, modules are organized,
expectations placed on students, and available
support.

This confidence emerged for some students after
initial uncertainties about whether university would
suit their abilities. For example, one student recalled:

saying to my sister before | started my
foundation | was like ‘oh | just don’t know if
I’'m gonna be capable of it cos, like, | did get
those low grades in my A Levels’, | thought |
don’t really know, what if I'm just not gonna
be capable of getting good grades in uni. So
it was nice to do the foundation and know
that, like, if | am putting the work in | can
actually get better grades than my A Levels
and see that pay off and boost my confidence
a bit before going into first year when it starts
to really count towards your final grade, like,
in second year. (Student 4B)

Student 3D, on the other hand, explained that
although she was accepted on to the undergraduate
course, she chose to do the foundation year instead
because she had been out of education for four years
and ‘was really anxious’ and ‘decided just to kind of
get myself back into, like, learning and academia’. The
student said that the course helped her gain
confidence and was ‘probably one of the best
decisions | made’. She also commented on the
transition to online teaching during the Covid-19
pandemic, that ‘if | hadn’t have done that foundation
| probably would have dropped out’ and ‘having that
foundation year course gave me that sense of security
where | could be, like, ‘it’s fine cos this is what it’s

meant to be like, this is what it is and this is what it
will be like as, you know, as soon as this is over’. This
comment highlights the importance for students that
they understand what university is ‘meant to be like’,
which was an important aspect in building their
confidence as they progressed into undergraduate
study, especially when teaching was moved online in
21/22.

As we have shown in the first part of this study (see
Feather et al 2024), the foundation year helped
students develop practical academic skills needed for
undergraduate study, but our data also reveals that
students gained a set of social skills and
understanding of the norms and expectation of
university, which in turn boosted their confidence.
Several students considered this an important aspect
of preparing them for undergraduate study. Student
3C, for instance, explained that one of the things she
found valuable about the course was that it
‘introduced university life to you’ and gave you a:

taste of what university would be like before
| actually went onto the main course [...] you
know, like making friends, the building,
finding your way around the building, so it’s,
like, what's expected of you, things like that.
(Student 3C)

One of the things highlighted by the focus groups
was that many first-generation university students
lacked confidence precisely because they struggled to
imagine what ‘university life’ would be like. This was
revealed in an insightful comment from Student 3D,
who explained that ‘none of my family went to uni,
erm, don’t laugh at me but, like, the extent of my
knowledge was, like, Americanised TV shows and [...]
and obviously it’s not like that at all’. Another student
stated that they benefited from learning:

how, like, modules worked and how you have
different semesters because coming from
college to uni you don’t realise that, like, it’s
a different structure so that kind of set you up
into knowing how the structure works and
how the assignments work, and they set
assignments each semester for each module.
So that was a lot easier transitioning into
undergraduate. (Student 4B)
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This quote clearly illustrates the value of
introducing students, especially those who have little
or no family experience of Higher Education, to
university without expectations of prior knowledge
about the learning environment and social norms
associated with things like seminar participation and
how to address academic staff. This is often
overlooked in undergraduate inductions and first-
year introductory modules, which are more focused
on advancing students’ core knowledge of the subject
and tend to assume students understand what is
expected of them in lectures, seminars, and personal
tutor meeting.

Creating an unintimidating and supportive learning
environment has been key to the success of the arts
and humanities FY course focused on in this study,
and several students said they felt the course was less
‘pressure’ (Student 3B and Student 3D) and that staff
were supportive and encouraging. Indeed, for
foundation years to be successful it is vitally
important that staff adapt their approach to ensure
students feel well supported and able to approach
them both with academic and pastoral issues. In the
qguote below, one recalls their first experience of a
seminar and feeling nervous about speaking in front
of others:

you did have a bit of a lump in your throat to,
like, talk, like, regardless of whether you're a
confident person or not cos you've got a
thing, like, it’s uni now, like, this is you have it
in your head that this is high, intellectual stuff
and, like, so what | say you think you need to
say something good all the time when you
come to realise, like, you’ve got not to be
scared of being wrong, whatever you're
saying and just speak your mind. (Student 3B)

It could be argued, as another student did, that as
part of this transition year staff need to act ‘in-
between’ being a teacher and a ‘full blown lecturer’
(Student 4C). Student 3D stated that as a result of the
foundation year course they felt much more
confident approaching their personal tutor when they
needed support compared to other members of their
undergraduate cohort who ‘don’t know how to talk to
their personal tutor’. This highlights another skillset
acquired by students on the foundation: the ability to

communicate effectively with their personal tutor, as
well as an understanding of the role and importance
of this relationship to their ongoing academic success.
These are vitally important skills to develop,
particularly in the context of the mental health crisis
currently engulfing higher education institutions
(Bryant et al, 2022).

Several students also commented that the
experience of attending lectures and seminars on the
foundation year proved a significant advantage when
they started Level 4 in comparison to other students
who had attended sixth form or college prior to
starting their undergraduate courses. Student 1E was
surprised when they started Level 4 and many people
‘just didn’t really know how it [lectures and seminars]
worked’ but felt this was something that they had
‘learned in the foundation year’. Student 3D
commented that they and the other foundation year
students are often the main contributors in seminars
and Student 3B recalled that they felt ‘a lot more
comfortable, like, with the discussions’ and noticed
other students ‘who were just starting, like, that they
obviously had never had, like, a big debate or
discussion’.

For some students being in the university
environment was itself an important part of their
decision to come to university for a foundation year
course, rather than attending an access course at a FE
college or resitting their A-levels at sixth form.
Student 4B, for instance, who had attended college
for her A-levels after finishing High School but did not
get the right grades to enter at level 4, said

| have really enjoyed, like, the way you learn
within the uni compared to college | think the
idea of it being like another year of college [..]
would have put it in my mind that it would
have been like college again and | don’t think
| would have liked that because, [...] | just
didn’t enjoy that type of learning compared
to uni.

In addition, Student 4C, who had been encouraged
to resit her A-levels by a sixth form teacher, felt that
resitting ‘sort of holds you back a bit’, whereas a
university foundation year was an opportunity to
‘start afresh again’. She also explained that the idea
of resitting had ‘a bad connotation to it’ amongst her
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peers at sixth form and that going to university meant
you were not being left behind. Several other
students also mentioned worrying that there would
be a negative attitude around foundation
programmes before they embarked on the course.
One student recalled feeling:

quite worried to accept the foundation offer,
er, because I'd heard there’s, like, a stigma
around it, feeling like ‘oh you’re not good
enough to get on to the main course’, people
think you’re, like, a bit stupid but that was
just, like, just me being silly, erm, and, yeah, |
was really glad | did it. (Student 3C)

Another student agreed that there was ‘definitely
that stigma of foundation year’ and felt that they
weren’t ‘smart enough to get on’ to the
undergraduate course (Student 3D). However, our
survey data suggests that most students felt a
foundation year was a better option than college as
they would still be attending university and taking
part in university life alongside the rest of their year
group:

when you see friends from college and they
go to uni and then meeting all these new
friends and, like, moving out and living
independently and you’re kind of still at home
and sometimes you can feel quite left out
without that, | think the foundation year then
enables you to still move out whereas you
probably wouldn’t if you did, like, another
year at college (Student 4B).

It seems that being at university was a priority for
many of the students we surveyed and interviewed,
and that being in this environment rather than
repeating a year at sixth-form or taking a course at
college made feel like they were succeeding. These
comments highlight the fact that FY courses often
actively contribute to resisting so-called deficit
thinking and imposter syndrome by supporting the
construction and reconstruction of students’ past
experiences within the education system in a more
positive light (Parkes et al., 2018).

Indeed, the foundation year focused on in this
research sought intentionally to reconfigure feelings
of embarrassment or inadequacy which many of the
students associated with having to do a foundation

year when they first arrived, by placing emphasis on
developing students into confident learners, with the
knowledge, skills, and resilience to succeed on their
undergraduate courses. Our success in this evidenced
by the fact that, 76.6% of students surveyed felt that
the course helped them prepare for undergraduate
study. Student 4B described the course as ‘an
improvement year’ that gets ‘you, like, in another
position’ after having felt disappointed by their a-
level results. Some students, including student 2B,
even felt that the course made them more prepared
for undergraduate study than their peers who had
come straight from college or sixth from:

| was a lot more prepared actually going into
first year. Some people were, like, they were,
like, a deer in headlights in class, didn’t know
what really what was going on but cos we had
an idea, especially when it come [sic] to, like,
referencing and things like that. (Student 2B)

This student stated that they were ‘quite glad, like,
to help people if they needed the help’ while another
mentioned a group project in which they were able to
help other students develop their referencing skills.
Student 3D also explained that when she started her
undergraduate course she would help others find
their way around university buildings, ‘it sounds like
I'm being big headed but | was just, like, ‘I've been
here’ (Student 3D). She explained that the foundation
year course helped her overcome her feelings of
being less academically able and even instilled in her
the self-esteem and confidence to support her peers:

| think maybe doing that, like, proved to
myself,[...] ‘1 am smart, | can do these things’
and then maybe it does sound a bit big
headed but then when everyone else kind of
was, like, struggling with referencing and |
was, like, helping people out and | was ‘oh
yeah you just, you know, you just have to do
this, this and this’ and it made me feel
smarter, | guess, like, it just made me feel a
bit better that | knew what | was talking about
cos I'd already previously done an entire year.

These comments reveal a positive yet under-
explored aspect of FYs - namely, that due to their
additional experience of university, foundation
students often take on positions of mentorship when
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they start their undergraduate course, which has a
wider benefit for entire student cohort.

Conclusion

In adding to recent academic and policy debates
concerning the status, future, and purposes of FY and
arts and humanities subjects situated in UK Higher
Education, this article drew from a larger evaluation
of how an arts and humanities FY at one UK University
might promote a more socially just and diverse
learning environments. Our case-study reveals that
one of the key FY outcomes — as perceived by
students - are tightly attached to the notion of
confidence. Such confidence, we argue, is twofold.
First, students expressed that the FY provided them
confidence within the university space which
contributed towards an improved understanding of
everyday practices at university including
expectations placed upon them, the organization of
modules and assignments and extant support
mechanisms. Second, students felt that the FY
equipped them with key academic skills (e.g.,
referencing, sourcing literature, academic writing).
This, accordingly, enhanced their confidence as they
proceeded onto the next level of the undergraduate
degrees. This, in turn, remains highly compatible with
the idea of FYs as central in widening access to HE and
promoting social inclusivity. Moreover, although the
students included in this study emphasised the social,
academic, and development value of the Arts and
Humanities FY, very few mentioned the economic/
financial value.

Not only does this suggest that the priorities of
students who apply for FY courses are not necessarily
motivated by the same concern for upward social
mobility that drives dominant discourses around FYs,
WP, and HE more broadly, but also that the idea of
‘value’ itself can be productively framed with an
emphasis on social justice rather than social mobility.
Against a policy backdrop where the purposes and
values of FYs are heavily contested, these findings are
important because they emphasise both the social
and educational roles of FYs. Whilst acknowledging
that our findings are limited to our case-study, this
study still contributes to existing research on the FY in
the UK (see Leech et al., 2016; Becker, 2021). As the
contestation over FY years continues, key avenues for
further research relate to the continued, critical

examination of public discourses surrounding FYs and
the juxtaposition of such discourses with FY students’
own versions and perceptions.
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