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1. Executive summary

1.1 Rationale for the research

In most formal schooling, students are grouped according to age for both teaching and social purposes. In Further Education Colleges, on the other hand, classes have traditionally been much more mixed, with students ranging in age from 16 to over 60 in the same classroom. However, although age mixing is a long standing and prominent feature of life in FE Colleges, there has been virtually no research into its extent, costs or benefits, and it is almost never considered in policy discussions. 

Despite this lack of evidence, there has recently been a trend towards age segregation, through the creation of “sixth form centres”, which are believed to improve academic attainment and student retention. This trend may be accelerated by a number of review processes currently under way, including LSC Strategic Area Reviews, 14-19 policy, Frameworks for Regional Employment Skills Action, and the implementation of the “21st Century Skills” White Paper. The resultant redefining of the shape and structure of post-16 education may lead to a strengthening of age segregation.

However, the evidence base for such a policy is slim. Performance data is difficult to interpret since general FE Colleges do not admit comparable intakes to the schools and Sixth Form Colleges with which they are often compared unfavourably, and evidence of performance improvement in FE Colleges rests on the experience of small numbers of (possibly atypical) Colleges. Very little is known about the extent of age mixing within Colleges, or about the views of students, staff and institutional managers on whether age mixing is desirable. It is also unclear whether the alleged benefits of age segregation apply to both young students and older ones.

It was because of the urgency of this policy issue that the present project was commissioned, to investigate the extent, nature, costs and benefits of age mixing in FE Colleges. 

1.2 Methods

1.2.1. Scoping study

The work began with a separate scoping study, commissioned by LSDA from the Department of Educational Studies at the University of Surrey to examine whether there was an issue worth investigation, and how this might be done. The report provided an overview of the issues, preliminary information drawn at national level from Individual Student Record data, a brief review of the literature, and suggestions about possible research approaches.

1.2.2. Preliminary work

The main study, competitively tendered by LSRC, and undertaken jointly by the Universities of Surrey and Sheffield, began with a more substantial review of the literature, including literature on related areas, which confirmed that there is very little empirical work in this field. Inspection reports were also examined, but revealed almost no evidence on this issue.

Interviews were carried out, to amplify and help define research questions, with representatives of both OFSTED and ALI.

A sample of 10 Colleges was then contacted in the South-East region and 10 in Yorkshire. Researchers consulted senior staff and then examined their Individual Student Record data to try to establish overall patterns of age mixing across the Colleges. This proved unexpectedly problematic because of the way in which MIS data on age is collected and stored (or not). 

1.2.3. Fieldwork

The main fieldwork then sought to examine age mixing in detail across a range of subjects and types of age mix. Three Colleges from the first phase were chosen for detailed study in each region. In each College a range of groups was examined, including groups with young students (under 20) in a majority, older students (over 24) in a majority, and evenly balanced groups. 

In each College we sought
 to examine three core subject areas, business, humanities and construction, which represent major components of most Colleges’ provision, and reflect a variety of course types and student motivations. We also examined a sample of classes in other subjects where the individual College suggested that there were particularly interesting issues.  

In each College individual interviews were carried out with senior managers, heads of selected departments, and teachers of mixed classes in those departments, and group interviews were carried out with students in those classes. A short questionnaire was issued to all students in each of the sampled classes, and fieldworkers undertook structured classroom observation of all the selected learning groups, and informal observations of behaviour in the social spaces within each institution. Data was analysed by the two lead researchers and discussed by the whole team.

1.3 Findings

1.3.1. The robustness of the conclusions

Research in this area is necessarily qualitative. Our work on MIS data, and our evidence from interviews established that a comparative, quantitative approach is not feasible.  However, we have considerable confidence in the robustness of the conclusions, for two reasons:

· the congruence of view between all the various groups studied (bearing in mind that this is not an issue on which there is a high degree of awareness to create preconceptions or prejudices), and 

· the consistency of evidence gathered by a range of different strategies.

However, this research did not directly compare mixed and segregated learning groups (although most staff and students surveyed had experience of both). Nor did it examine segregated institutions. When we conclude, therefore, that age mixing has very substantial benefits for learners of all ages, this does not mean that there may not be different benefits to be obtained through age segregation. We can only observe that the former benefits cannot be available to students and staff in segregated contexts.

1.3.2. Key conclusions

1. Age mixing is common in FE Colleges, although usually on a minority/majority basis, and balanced groups are unusual. 

2. The extent of age mix varies by time of day, subject, part-time/full-time. Most evening groups have older majorities, full time day courses usually have the reverse.

3. If age mixing were to be stopped, many courses would cease to be economic, and some groups of students, probably mainly older learners, would be disadvantaged.

4. The large majority of current students, staff managers and inspectorate representatives believe that age mixing has positive effects, on student motivation, educational achievement, social development, and classroom management. 

5. 45% of students surveyed in mixed groups prefer a mix of ages in teaching groups, and only 10% would prefer age segregation.

6. Most staff find mixed age groups easier to teach, although not all teachers have appropriate group management skills.

7. Student age mix is not actively managed at college level, but is sometimes a factor in group composition at departmental level. 

8. Some subjects raise particular issues in relation to age mixing. 

9. Quantitative research into the extent and effects of age mix in Colleges is not possible because: 

a. the age mix of individual learning groups in FE Colleges changes over  time,

b. individual students experience different kinds of mix (and none) at different times,

c. systematic data on group composition is not collected centrally in Colleges.

1.3.3. How do people understand “age”?

· Staff were very aware of age differences, and drew distinctions between “young” and “mature”, but tended to see it as only one dimension of diversity. 

· Students and staff found it easy to talk about age but did not always draw the same age boundaries for ‘mature’ and ‘young’.

· Age was often understood in terms of life/work experience rather than chronological age, and “mature” students were sometimes admitted to more advanced programmes on grounds of maturity alone.

· It was groups that included 16-17 year-olds (and sometimes 14-15 year-olds) which dominated interviews, and where classroom management issues were felt to be most problematic. 

1.3.4. How extensive is age mixing in FE Colleges?

· The overall picture is very unclear. Data on teaching groups is not consistently collected or managed at College level, and it is not possible to make reliable comparisons between Colleges. Furthermore, the quantity of data is very large: the mean College in our sample had 13741 students, and 1474 groups. 

· In the sample institutions studied (selected because they have a sizable proportion of students both over 29 and under 19) about a quarter of all groups appear to have some degree of mixing, but the variation between Colleges is much greater than between subject or level.  Mixed age groups appear over represented in courses leading to NVQs, A levels and GCSEs.

· The degree of age mixing varies by subject, day/evening attendance, and between vocational/academic subjects. In general evening and part-time classes have mature majorities, and full-time day classes have young ones.

· Since the balance in particular groups changes over time, and over a typical week, individual students are normally members of a variety of groups containing different mixes. 

· It is unclear whether age mixing is becoming more or less common, and hard data on this does not exist. 

· The existence of two inspectorates, and the way in which they report, makes it unlikely that either will observe and report on age mixing, and the issue is almost never mentioned in formal reports, although the inspectors interviewed did have strong views on the issue (in favour of mixing).

1.3.5. Does age mixing affect educational outcomes?

· The large majority of staff and students believed that behaviour and motivation were improved when groups were mixed, and that this improves educational outcomes, although no quantitative data exists to confirm the latter belief. 

· Younger students were believed to benefit more than the older ones. They benefited from the role models set by older students, from their generic life experience (learning to be adults) and/or the specific experience (vocational skills and expertise) that they brought to mixed groups.

· The benefits to older students were less clear cut. The main benefits were thought to be in having access to programmes which would be uneconomic on an age segregated basis, and would thus simply not exist.

· It is not possible to produce quantitative empirical data on the correlation between age mix and examination performance. 

· Many respondents felt that age mixing was more appropriate for higher level courses.

· Some respondents believed that age mixing is inappropriate or problematic in particular subject areas, but such examples were rare. 

1.3.6. Does age mixing affect learning relationships?

· Social and classroom mixing are distinct issues. Relationships between students across the age divide were almost universally positive in the classroom but, socially, students tended to segregate in age-related groups. This was not viewed as a problem by the students. 

· Classroom observations suggested that older students sometimes, but certainly not always, get more attention
.  This often seems to be the result of older students being more ready to give unprompted contributions to classes, and of tutors asking questions of them to ‘use’ the latter’s work experiences to illustrate points, rather than any tutor readiness to concentrate on older learners.

· Many staff believed that they treated students differently according to age, but in general students did not perceive this. 

· Students in a minority tended to be quieter, but such students did not report feeling disadvantaged, and in observations they did not appear to receive less attention.

1.3.7. Does age mixing make programmes more attractive to students?

· There is little evidence that age mix is a significant factor in students’ choice of where to study. Although some senior managers thought that age mix is a factor in branding the College, there was little evidence that the message is received by students. However, some young students deliberately seek a more adult environment than school when they enrol 

· Mature students were sometimes anxious about mix, and staff sometimes warn them about the age mix issue at enrolment. However mature students usually enrolled despite this because there was only one College accessible with the relevant course – and after an initial period they came to like it.

· Most students in mixed groups positively preferred a mixed teaching environment (45%), or were neutral about it (45%), and thought segregation would be a bad idea. Only 10% said they would prefer segregation.

· For full time young students, College social interactions with other learners are important, as part of the process of growing up and developing friendships, and since they spend most of their week with the same broad learning group. For part-time students these relationships are less important.

· There was little evidence of students withdrawing from groups because of the age mix.

1.3.8. Do staff prefer particular kinds of age mix?

· Staff overwhelmingly preferred mixed groups, and found them easier to teach and to motivate. Staff particularly welcomed mixing if this avoided having groups exclusively of 16-17 year-olds. A very small number of teachers found age mixing problematic.

· Staff in general thought that any degree of mixing was an improvement on single age groups.  However, a minority thought that a single mature student in the class might be a problem for the student, depending on the student’s personality. 

· Some staff saw their College’s purpose as focusing particularly on mature and excluded students, and as a result had negative views of 16-17 year-olds, who were felt to divert the College from its main mission 

· Some Colleges which had tried integrating 14-19 year olds found this problematic and had subsequently segregated the 14-16 year olds.

· There was no evidence of staff development giving attention to managing age mix, either in initial teacher training or in-service programmes. However, it was evident that not all teachers have appropriate skills for handling mixed age groups.

1.3.9. To what extent is age mix controlled or controllable in Colleges?

· Colleges believed that there was a national policy steer towards age segregation, although their managers were unconvinced that this was desirable or appropriate.

· Pressures which are making age an issue, include OFSTED collecting data only on 16-19 students, the 14-19 agenda, Curriculum 2000, and partnerships with schools (which constrain the timetable).

· None of our sample Colleges had sought to plan for or manage age mix, except in the creation of alternative social facilities

· The key managerial reason for learners of different ages learning together is economic (i.e. not enough students in both age groups to form two viable learning groups).   However, the educational benefits were also seen as substantial.

· At department level there was some evidence of planning to avoid placing a single student in a group of a different age, and sometimes to steer older students into more advanced classes, but overall there was little evidence of planning of age mix. 

· Some Colleges had created “sixth form centres”, but there was no common view of what this term meant. 

· Timetabling was a critical factor in mixing.  Mature students tended to prefer programming in large time blocks over short days (which fit around domestic, childcare and work commitments).  Some Colleges preferred a more fragmented timetable, with shorter sessions spread across a longer day, especially where there are partnerships with schools (in order to harmonise with school timetabling).

2. Introduction: rationale and context

In most formal education, students are grouped according to age. However, Further Education Colleges have traditionally been much more mixed. Because of their tradition of responding flexibly to local needs, their complex institutional histories,  and the simple economics of forming viable learning groups, FE classes may include students whose age ranges from 16 and under to over 60. Although FE Colleges are nationally the largest providers of education for 16-19 year olds, such students only constitute some 20% of their total student numbers (although the proportion of full time students is much higher, and the relative proportion varies greatly according to locality).

Although age mixing is a long standing and prominent feature of life in FE Colleges, there has been virtually no research into its extent, costs or benefits, and it is almost never considered in policy discussions. What literature does exist is mainly polemical, designed to “defend” particular age groups from curriculum or pedagogy believed to be more appropriate to other age groups. In the past adult educators argued for age segregation in order to protect adult-specific pedagogy. 

Despite this tradition of mixing, national policy tends to treat 16-18 year olds (or some of them) differently from older students. The LSC has separate committees for the two groups, and there are separate inspectorates and inspection regimes. Furthermore the questions which inspection addresses tend to be age-specific, and pay little, if any, attention to the age mix, and any effects it might have on outcomes.  They thus tend to encourage the two age groups to be considered differently, and do not facilitate examination of the benefits or disadvantages of the age mix. More recently, Ministers have suggested that age segregation may improve achievement and that 16-18 year olds should be in some way protected in separate institutions or Centres. The result has been a trend to create “sixth form centres”, which are believed to improve academic attainment and student retention. By the end of 2001, 59 of the 270 general FE Colleges had created such Centres, although our research suggests that there is no common view about what a “centre” is or should be, and for some it is no more than a marketing concept aimed at a particular segment of the student market.

The pressures towards age segregation have, to date, been relatively informal. But the review processes set in motion by the Success for All strategy paper (DfES 2002) are seeking a more coherent and planned structure for post-16 education. They include:

· LSC Strategic Area Reviews, which are attempting to ensure that an appropriate range of provision is being made collectively and efficiently by all providers in an LLSC’s area (LSC 2003);

· 14-19 policy, which is seeking to strengthen continuity and retention across this age span, by involving Colleges in partnerships with Schools, and bringing 14-16 years olds into Colleges in significant numbers;

· Regional Frameworks for Regional Employment Skills Action, which are attempting to plan the relationship between training and economic needs more strategically (DTI 2002).

· The National Skills Strategy which prioritises some kinds of education across institutional boundaries, and proposes a strengthening of the private sector in some areas (HMSO 2003).

These all point to the possibility of a major shift in institutional structures, with a more sharply defined boundary between 16-19 education and education for older learners, with teaching delivered either in separate institutions or in separate parts of the same institution. Such a policy would, however, run the risk of reducing the provision available to one or other age group, since one of the main reasons for mixing is the creation of economically viable groups.

As the project was reaching its conclusion in June 2003, policy in this area was given a strong steer by a speech by Minister for Lifelong Learning, Margaret Hodge, to the LSDA annual conference. 

Distinct 16-19 year old provision.  ….We mean it should meet the particular pastoral, management and learning needs of this age group, wherever they learn.   It is about creating a really distinct learning environment, clear and separate management and support arrangements which responds to young people as individuals at a time of complex transition in their lives. And its is about giving young people a clear base, separate management and tutor arrangements.  Young people must know that their provision is managed by a team of people concerned exclusively with the quality of the offer to them and the success of young people in achieving their ambitions.

Secondly we must ensure that we respect learner choice.  We expect 16-19 year olds to continue their learning in an environment which suits their individual needs.  This might be in school sixth forms, sixth form colleges, sixth form centres in FE colleges, private or voluntary sector providers, or work-based learning providers.  

Many people have interpreted this as a steer towards separate institutions, or age segregated classes in separate parts of an FE College. Others have interpreted it as referring more to the pastoral and tutorial arrangements which ensure that individual students do not become ‘lost’ within large and confusing institutions.

There is a dearth of evidence to inform policy in this area. Public attitudes are influenced by history, prejudice, lack of knowledge of FE Colleges and the fierce competition which often operates between different post-16 providers in particular areas. The evidence on performance generally is not clear cut since general FE Colleges do not admit comparable intakes to the schools (with which they are often compared unfavourably). It is impossible to establish the extent to which any individual FE College student has experienced mixed or segregated tuition (since we found that College MIS systems do not record membership of teaching groups consistently, teaching group composition changes over time, and a single student experiences many different teaching groups). The evidence of performance improvement in Colleges which have created separate sixth form centres may well not be representative. Furthermore, little is known about the extent of age mixing within Colleges, or about the views of students, staff and institutional managers on whether age mixing is desirable.

The present project was commissioned to fill some of these gaps in knowledge by investigating the extent, nature, costs and benefits of age mixing in FE Colleges. However, it was not a comparative study, and it draws no conclusions about whether the strengths and weaknesses it identifies for mixed age teaching in FE Colleges are matched by other strengths and weaknesses in age segregated classes in FE Colleges, or in Sixth Form Colleges or School Sixth Forms, which no doubt have their own costs and benefits.

3. Methodology: scope and design

The research reported in this monograph was commissioned by the Learning and Skills Research Centre and, following an invitation to tender, was undertaken jointly by teams from the University of Surrey and the University of Sheffield. The membership of the two research teams is given at Annex 5. The work was undertaken between April 2002 and July 2003. An interim report was presented to the project advisory group in October 2002 and a second report submitted in April 2003. A summary report on the preliminary findings was presented to a national seminar in June 2003. In this publication, we report in full on the conduct, findings and conclusions of the investigation.

3.1.1. Exploratory work

The scope and design of the present study has its origins in an exploratory investigation undertaken in 2001 at the request of the Learning and Skills Development Agency. As already noted, the emergence of a policy agenda favourable to increased age separation in the education of young people has been signalled, directly or indirectly, in a number of government statements and measures. The most conspicuous and wide-ranging of these was its reform of the post-compulsory education and training system. As a result of this reform, a new and larger post-16 sector was created, with a Learning and Skills Council established with separate national committees and inspectorates for young people and adults. 

It was this context, and the need to consider the implications of these changes for the learning of people of all ages, that led the LSDA to invite a team from the School of Educational Studies at the University of Surrey to review the evidence on the nature and impact of age mixing in post-secondary education. Based on the results of this exercise, the team were asked to suggest a range of methodological approaches for a more substantial study. The results of the scoping study were reported to the LSDA in June 2001. The research inquiry subsequently formulated and tendered by the Agency at the beginning of 2002 was one of six projects in the area of teaching and learning commissioned by the Learning and Skills Research Centre in its first year of operation. 

3.1.2. Research strategy

Learning Together: age mixing in Further Education Colleges, is an empirical study of mixed-age learning in further education settings in England. The research questions posed, as well as the design for the work, drew on the findings of the literature review and the statistical analysis conducted in the scoping study. 

The review of the academic and policy literature on the specifics of mixed-age learning in the post-secondary phase indicated a surprisingly small number of studies which dealt directly with this topic. Apart from journalistic accounts or documents written for particular promotional purposes, there appeared to be only a handful of relevant research studies in this field. Indeed, there were just two empirical studies, each referenced to community Colleges in the United States and both undertaken some years earlier, which dealt directly with the pattern and impact of age mixing in these settings. 

The statistical work for the scoping study involved an assessment of the most recent national data collected on students enrolled  in further education Colleges in England. While such information could be used to produce age profiles for individual institutions and for the sector as a whole (as was presented in the report on this work), it was not possible to identify student learning groups from this source. In short, no systematic data was available which would allow for a description and analysis of the age or other characteristics of the groups which students joined to pursue their learning in Colleges.

Given the paucity of the available research literature and evidence, and the absence of baseline data for more detailed quantitative work, the design chosen for the present study included the collection of statistical data from the Colleges themselves and the use of this information to identify samples of institutions and learning groups for more qualitative investigation. The aim was to generate an empirical picture and understanding of the nature, extent and significance of age mixing in further education settings, with a focus on how age composition might affect learning relationships and educational outcomes.

3.1.3. Research questions

From the beginning, six key research questions were formulated to explore both the prevalence of mixed-age teaching and learning in further education Colleges, and its significance:

· How extensive is age mixing in further education Colleges?

· Does age mixing affect educational outcomes?

· Does age mixing affect learning relationships?

· Does age mixing make programmes more attractive to students?

· Do staff prefer particular kinds of age mix?

· To what extent is age controlled or controllable in Colleges?

3.1.4. Phases and methods

These core research questions guided the design of the work, its methods and its stages. The research was organised in three phases, each building on the other and embracing quantitative and qualitative dimensions. 

Preliminary phase

The first, undertaken between April and August 2002, was mainly concerned with data collection and analysis of the age patterns of learning groups in 17 Colleges in the Yorkshire and Humber region and in the south-east of England. The age profiles of learning groups elicited for each College were to inform the selection of institutions for detailed fieldwork in the following stage. The collection of this information was more difficult and protracted than anticipated, illustrating wide variations in the capacity of Colleges to generate accurate and comprehensive data in a standardised form. The approaches taken to request and assemble this information are described in Annex 2, along with examples of the use of this data to produce maps of age mixing in individual Colleges.

In addition, two other important tasks were conducted at this stage: first, a more substantial review of the literature, including the body of work in related areas and sectors of education; and, second, an analysis of the inspection reports on Colleges published by the Further Education Funding Council and those by OFSTED and the Adult Learning Inspectorate on post-16 education and training providers. A group interview was also held with three representatives of the Adult Learning Inspectorate and an individual interview with one Inspector nominated by OFSTED. The data derived from the literature, inspection and interview sources was used to refine our research questions and to inform the design of the fieldwork instruments. We draw on these sources in the presentation and discussion of our findings. However, the main themes arising from the enhanced literature review are outlined in Annex 1.

Fieldwork phase

In the second and main phase of the research, between September 2002 and March 2003, we undertook detailed fieldwork in three Colleges in each region. The choice of Colleges was based on a combination of factors, including their likelihood of having mixed age groups in the core subject areas selected for study and their willingness to participate. 

These six Colleges were generally larger than the national average and, for this reason, were expected to offer a wide range of programme areas. Five of them were also Colleges which provided significant amounts of higher education alongside their further education provision. At the beginning of the study, two were in merger negotiations with local higher education establishments, but one subsequently withdrew from this venture. Four Colleges also had something which they called a sixth form centre.

The market position of these institutions varied considerably. At one extreme was a College which was the major provider of post-16 education in its area and therefore exercised a monopoly position. At the other was a College located in a fiercely competitive market which included a large post-16 private sector, strong school sixth forms, and two well regarded Sixth Form Colleges, all within reasonable travelling distance for potential students.

The labour market context and school staying-on rates were different between the two regions. In the south, two of the Colleges operated in an area of full employment (such that employment was a real option for unqualified 16 year olds), but with generally very high parental expectations, so that staying-on rates were high. In two of the Colleges in the north, unemployment rates were much higher, but leaving at 16 was common.

At the strategic level, the Colleges were facing major issues: two were trying for higher education status during the period of the fieldwork; two were planning complete rebuilds; and several noted the demographic downturn in numbers of young people locally. Colleges in Yorkshire were experiencing capacity problems and social areas were being converted into teaching spaces for this reason. No similar pressure was reported in the south. One northern College was planning a major rebuild, in which the location of different activities (including the possible location of a sixth form centre) was likely to have a long-term impact on age mixing. One College also operated on multiple sites, with very different cultures and experiences of age mixing. 

Across these six Colleges we investigated different patterns of age mixing in learning groups in core subject areas. Three kinds of mixed group were examined: 

· where young students (under 20 years of age) were in a minority;

· where older students (over 24 years of age) were in a minority;

· where the age mix was evenly balanced.

For the purposes of the research, minority meant fewer than a quarter of the students (but, in most cases, more than two). 

In order to provide for comparison between Colleges, three core subject areas were selected for investigation. These were:

· business;

· humanities;

· construction.

As well as representing a major component of the provision in most Colleges, the chosen subject areas provided a variety of course types and student motivations. Wherever possible, at least one group was chosen from each of these three subject areas, although in some Colleges there was no mixed group in some of the subject areas (inspection and long-term illness by College staff also prevented us from using some subject areas). In addition, each College was asked to nominate a further subject area where they thought the issue of age might be particularly interesting. 

The table below indicates the pattern of groups actually studied across the sample Colleges:

Majority
Older
Balanced
Younger
Total

Business
3
3
2
8

Humanities

3
3
3
9

Construction
2
2
2
6

Engineering
1
1
1
3

Care


3
3

Beauty & hair

1
2
3

Mathematics

1

1

Computing


1
1

Art & Design
1

1
2

Total
10
11
15
36

In each College, interview studies were carried out, using a common set of schedules, with: senior managers; at least two pastoral staff in each College; heads of the selected departments; teachers of mixed classes in each of those departments; and groups of students from those classes. In total, 79 individual interviews were undertaken with College staff and 75 group interviews with students.

In addition, a short questionnaire was issued to all students in each of the sampled classes (367 returned) and fieldworkers undertook two sets of observations: structured classroom observation of all the selected learning groups (39 sessions) and informal observations of the social spaces within each institution (39 visits). 

Seven fieldworkers were involved in this phase of the research. All interviews were taped and summary notes of each interview prepared by each fieldworker. The interview tapes and notes were sampled by the two lead researchers and discussed by the whole research team. The research instruments employed during the fieldwork phase are copied at Annex 7.

Analytical phase  

The final phase of the research has involved an analysis of the fieldwork data and a synthesis of each of the sources of evidence gathered during the course of the study. The interim report on the first phase and the preliminary report on the second phase have been re-worked and relevant material incorporated into the present monograph. At the same time, a summary report was prepared for a national seminar held in June 2003 with representatives of Colleges, the inspectorate and other national organisations concerned with post-16 education. The same document was also circulated in advance of a briefing meeting with officers and representatives of the DfES, LSC and LSDA held in the following month.

The comments and suggestions made at these events, together with those at the dissemination meetings held with representatives of the sample Colleges, were taken into account in the final analysis and writing-up.

In the remainder of this document, we present and discuss our findings in terms of each of the research questions posed at the beginning of this study. In the light of the fieldwork and the analysis which followed, we have added a further research question: how do people understand ‘age’? It is with this question that we begin our report on the key themes and findings arising from the research.

4. The research questions

4.1 How extensive is age mixing in teaching, social and other groups in FE institutions?

4.1.1. The construction of ‘age’ and ‘age mix’

Different understandings of age mix

As explained in the previous chapter (Methodology), for the purposes of identifying learning groups to take part in the research, a ‘mixed-age’ group was defined as one with some students under the age of 20 and some over 24 years of age. However, the interviews revealed considerable differences in the ways that members of staff in the case study Colleges defined a mixed-age learning group. The most common definition was a group that included both 16-19 year-olds and some over-19s. Others thought that a mixed group would include some 16-19s and other students in their late twenties or older, while some staff defined even a group of 16-19 year-olds as ‘mixed-age’.

These differences in definition were closely related to what staff and students considered to be the most significant age breaks. Many tutors thought that the 16-19 year-olds had much in common with each other and that the most significant changes occurred around the age of 20.  Typically, these respondents believed that changes in students’ attitudes and motivation at this point in their lives were closely related to changes in sources of funding:

In College, we view the 16-19s differently. They are funded differently, most are living at home, have a dependency relationship with their parents and maturity-wise are still teenagers. The over-19s typically have to pay for their courses and this makes a big difference. (Vice-Principal 1, S2)

Others, however, drew clear distinctions between 16-17 year olds and those who were one or two years older. Within the photography group at S2, for example, the 18 and 19 year-olds who were interviewed identified themselves as ‘older learners’ and felt they had little in common with those who had come straight from school. The older students in the carpentry group (also at S2) held the same view, believing that 18 year-olds were considerably more mature than 16/17 year olds. Similar distinctions were drawn by some members of staff. Although some respondents explained these differences in terms of the young people’s ‘developmental stages’, this was a relatively rare view.  Emphasis was more commonly placed on the different experiences the young people had had. Indeed, a break from compulsory education, even if only for a year, appeared to be significant for many. The head of general education at N2 described the differences within many of the 16-19 groups she came into contact with:

[There are] some who had been out and done something else so that there is a real separation between the two groups.

Others believed that the experience of one year of post-compulsory education could also make a considerable difference, and that this served to differentiate the 17/18 year-olds from their younger peers. The head of construction at S2, for example, thought that the skills at planning and working independently that the College instilled in students had a significant impact by the time they reached the second year of their studies: 

You can see a clear change in them and their lifestyles…when they have been trained to do things for themselves, they become more mature.

Relatively few respondents drew clear distinctions between specific groups of ‘older’ learners. Those that did typically remarked on: differences in the speed at which students picked up new ideas 

There’s quite a difference with people in their 40s and 50s – they don’t pick things up as quickly 
(Administrative procedure tutor, S2); 

differences in motivation for studying 

We call the 30-50s the ‘professional group’ and the over-50s, the ‘mature casual’,
(Vice Principal 2, S2); 

and differences in previous experiences of education:

40 is the biggest break. When people in their 40s were at school, curriculum delivery was very different. Their learning styles tend to be very different. (Vice Principal, S1) 

The importance of work and life experience

Many respondents thought that chronological age was less useful than work or life experiences in explaining differences between students. For example, numerous students and members of staff, across the case study Colleges, emphasised the importance of full-time work experience in conferring adult status. Part-time work experience, gained whilst a full-time student, appeared not to have the same value to respondents; a period of work whilst away from education was considered a more important marker of an ‘older learner’:

Their approach and expectations are very different. Full-time students have never left school. Part-time students of the same age but who are working have moved on in terms of maturity. (Vice-Principal 2, S2)

Mixed-age groups work less well if you have a large group of 16-17 year-olds who have not worked at all. They tend to be very noisy. (Head of business, N2)

The 16-18s are significantly different because they have just left school. They haven’t experienced work particularly. (Medical secretaries tutor, N3)

These views were also held by some students. Indeed, in College N8, a head of department described how a 17 year-old student had recently made a specific request to be enrolled on an ‘adult’ course for the following year. She felt she had little in common with 16 year-olds as a result of the year she had spent in full-time work.  

Other respondents placed greater significance on specific life events. Some older women thought that one of the most important age breaks was related to whether or not one had children. Other common markers of adult status were also referred to in the interviews, such as leaving the parental home and committing to a long-term relationship with a partner:

At 16-18 they are still at home, they don’t take any responsibility. As soon as they need to get things out of life they start to concentrate more – when they have a serious girlfriend, or get serious about something else. They realise the money they have is not enough [and thus they need to become better qualified]. (Electrical installation tutor, S1)

By your early 30s you’re not usually living with your parents and this gives you a different perspective. You have to fend for yourself. (Head of applied human sciences, N2).

26-27 is an important age when you realise you need more money and you need to re-launch yourself. (Brickwork tutor, S3)

In contrast, some members of staff believed that it had become harder to identify clear ‘age breaks’ which applied to all students because of the increasing complexity and variety of young people’s transitions to adulthood.  

The life experiences of tutors were also considered important by a few members of staff when talking about their own relationships with students. For example, an art and design tutor at S2 described how she felt her relationship with older learners had improved as her understanding of events that were important in their lives (such as having children and getting divorced) had increased. (This is explored further in section 4.3 below).  

Ease of talking about ‘age’

Despite these clear variations in how respondents constructed age difference, most employed an old/young binary in the interviews and seemed to find it easy to talk about ‘old’ and ‘young’ learners – suggesting that these are well-used social categories. Typically, staff used the term ‘younger students’ to refer to those aged 16-19 although, when talking about classroom practice, they often meant full-time 16-17 year-olds.

While many respondents appeared to be at ease about talking about ‘age’, there was also a ‘blindness’ about ‘mixed age’ and in many of the interviews it was difficult to get staff to focus specifically on this. They tended to refer to what the older students liked, or the behaviour of the younger students, for example.

Recourse to family metaphors

Throughout the interviews, staff and students made frequent recourse to ‘family’ metaphors when talking about students of different ages. For example: younger learners called older students ‘granddad’; ‘they had a mother and daughter relationship’; ‘he needed a father figure’; ‘I’m the baby of the group’; ‘they [the students in the learning group] are a real family’; ‘they’re really helpful ….just like our mums, aren’t they!’; ‘I thought “I’m definitely granddad!” when I walked in’. 

This may indicate that the students lacked other experiences or models of mixed-age interaction in daily life upon which to draw. Indeed, one respondent thought that it was difficult to avoid transposing familial models to mixed-age learning groups:

It is very hard for there not to be some sort of…not hierarchy exactly, but some sort of parent-child kind of discourse going on….some sort of paternalistic or maternalistic influence, perhaps. (Student welfare adviser, S3)

Some staff and students thought that the way in which relationships between students were seen to reflect familial relationships had a positive impact on learning:

some of the women mother the younger students and say “Get on with that” 
(Head of business, N2). 

Others thought that such comparisons could be problematic. In N2, for example, the head of hairdressing commented that the younger students in her groups ‘do not want anything that reminds them of their mums’ and in S1, one head of department noted that ‘Younger learners can be wary of older learners if they think they are going to be like their parents’. Similarly, a mature student in a childcare group at N3 (where the age mix was not working well), referred to a comparison with family relationships to describe some of her dissatisfaction with the course:

We were supposed to bring the younger ones on….And my comment to that was ‘I’m sorry but I’ve left my children at home. I’m here to work for me. I’ve got no time to sit and help somebody else through the course.’

The younger learners in this group also resented what they perceived to be the older students’ familial approach:

They seem to baby us, don’t they, like they’re our mothers or something.

4.1.2. Prevalence of age-mixing within learning groups

In the first phase of the project, data was collected about the age composition of learning groups in 17 Colleges in Yorkshire and the south-east of England. Across these Colleges, about a quarter of ‘programmes’ had some degree of age-mixing, while about five per cent had a very broadly balanced age range. The highest proportion of mixed programmes were found in the areas of basic education and health and community care, while the lowest were in agriculture and art and design (see Annex 2 for further details).

However, an important finding from the first stage of the project was that the Management Information Systems (MIS) in many of the sampled Colleges were unable to provide fully valid data on learning groups. It appeared that in many Colleges, the Individual Student Record data was used for the creation of learning group registers, but that this was not subsequently fed back into central systems. Thus, the ‘programmes’ that were identified on MIS did not always correspond to learning groups. Some comprised a number of learning groups studying the same subject and qualification in parallel, whose individual age composition was impossible to determine. Other ‘programmes’ were in fact individuals on open or individualised tuition. For these reasons, the figures about the extent of age-mixing must be seen as only an approximation. Discussions with staff during the second phase of the project confirmed the limitations of the MIS data. Indeed, the head of admissions at one College (N2) explained how it was only relatively recently that the College had started to ask students their age:

Age is something we have only fairly recently [on our information system] because for a while we thought that people might not like to tell us how old they are but we’ve decided that they don’t mind because everybody is used to be asked everything, we’re in a society now where you put date of birth on everything.

When staff were asked about the extent of age-mixing, and any recent changes in this area, there was little consensus. For example, in College N2, staff gave three contrasting views:

Those (courses) I was involved with, there was a more mix of age groups but in recent years in my area most of students on full-time courses are 16-19 and the more mature take part-time. (Head of business department) 

It used to be three-quarters school leavers and a quarter were mature and now we are looking at some ratios of maybe 50/50 and in one case I have had only one 16 year-old and the rest mature. (Hairdressing tutor)

Ten or twelve years ago you might have found one 40 year-old but now it’s commonplace. (Accountancy tutor)

Where respondents were able to identify particular trends, these were usually subject-related. The heads of art and design at two Colleges (S1 and S2) both claimed that a shift towards more generalist syllabuses made full-time courses less appropriate for mature students and this had had an impact on the extent of age-mixing on these courses. Conversely, construction tutors in three of the Colleges (S2, S3 and N3) identified an increase in the prevalence of age mixing within their programme area. They believed that extensive media coverage of the wages of plumbers, bricklayers and other construction workers had encouraged many adults to return to College to retrain and, for many, this was in full-time groups, alongside younger students. (These themes are taken up again in section 4.6 below).

4.1.3. Prevalence of age-mixing within physical spaces in the Colleges

Sixth form centre

As noted previously, four of the six Colleges involved in the qualitative phase of the project had created a sixth-form centre. However, the function of the centre differed considerably between the Colleges. For example, at S2 one senior member of staff described the centre as ‘primarily a marketing strategy…to let young people know that there was a sixth-form community in the College’. In this case, the signalling of A Level provision and tutorial support for 16-19 year-olds appeared to be more important than the creation of a protected space for younger students. Indeed, one head of department commented that in terms of the day-to-day life of the College:

The sixth-form centre does not have much of an impact because it is not a sixth-form centre, physically. The physical space is much more centred around subject areas. If anything, the students would define themselves around that.

Another member of staff commented that, ‘it involved little more than putting up a sign saying “Sixth-Form Centre”’.

At the other end of the spectrum was the sixth-form centre at N8. It had previously been a separate sixth-form College and retained a much more age-distinct identity. In contrast to S2, most of the 16-19 year-olds at N8 were taught within the sixth-form centre and socialised within this space. Moreover, the student liaison officer at this College explained how very different social events were organised for the 16-19s and the older students. For example, 16-19 events tended to be staff-organised, held in the sixth-form centre and included some traditions carried over from the sixth-form College, such as a leavers’ ball. In contrast, events for older students were typically organised by the students themselves, and were held on the main site of the College.

Between these two extremes were the sixth-form centres at N2 and N3. Here, the reasons given for their creation reflected those given at S2: to attract 16-19 year-olds keen to study A Levels and ‘reassure their parents’, through highlighting the distinct sources of support available to this age group and a critical mass of A Level students. However, at these Colleges the physical space of the centre seemed more important to staff and students that at S2, with all A Level courses being taught in the centres. Nevertheless, the physical segregation of ages was not as great as at N8; in these Colleges, no members of staff described any site-specific social activities.

Social areas

Irrespective of whether or not a College had a sixth-form centre, all offered at least some social areas that were targeted at ‘older students’ and others that were more clearly aimed at their younger counterparts. Typically, the areas designated for 16-19 year-olds were noisy places, often with pop music playing and/or a television switched on, pool tables and brightly coloured furniture. In all Colleges, there were also quieter social spaces available. In some Colleges (such as S2 and N8) these were designated specifically for mature students. In others (such as S3), they were aimed at this age group, but there was no specific labelling of the area as an adult space (and indeed in S3 the quiet coffee lounge, targeted at older students, had become very popular amongst younger students, as well). A third group of Colleges (including S1) had quieter spaces that were targeted at all students, and intended to encourage age-mixing. For example, the vice-principal of S1 talked proudly of the College’s cafeteria as ‘our melting pot’, in which the social diversity of the College was evident. This space was used by after-school clubs and members of staff, as well as by students of a variety of ages.

Across all the social spaces in the Colleges, however, whether aimed at particular age groups or intended to promote age-mixing, there were relatively few examples of students sitting with others of a significantly different age. In general, in all Colleges, students socialised within highly age-segregated groups. Although the Colleges had taken different decisions about how they organised their learning and social spaces, described above, these appeared to have little impact upon the extent of age-mixing within social groups. This is discussed further, with respect to relationships between students, in section 4.3 below.

4.2 Does age mix affect educational outcomes?

4.2.1.  Broad positive impact on learning

There was overwhelming, but not quite unanimous, agreement amongst the staff and students who were interviewed in all six case study Colleges that mixed-age learning groups had a positive effect on the learning of the younger students and sometimes on the learning of the older students. Over half of the students who completed questionnaires also thought that the age-mix of their group had helped them to learn (see Annex 3). Although few respondents thought that age mix affected the attendance or completion rates of students, many believed it did have a positive impact upon attainment. There appeared to be several main ways in which the age mix of the group was thought to promote learning. These included: 

· the presence of older learners improving the behaviour of the younger students;

· the more positive and learning-oriented atmosphere fostered by mixed-age learning groups;

· the more productive learning relationships that often developed in mixed-age classrooms;

· the opportunity to learn from students’ diverse work and life experiences; and

· the opportunity to develop specific course-related skills through working with people of a different age.

Improving behaviour

Almost all staff commented on the positive effect that mixed age classes had on class discipline when a group included youngsters who had just left school. Some staff referred to the positive example offered by the older students, which reduced troublesome behaviour by youngsters: 

It creates a different atmosphere and this is beneficial mainly for younger students…I think the younger students tend to take on a more business-like, ‘get on with it’ approach than they would in an exclusively young class. (English tutor, N2)

Other staff referred to the older students embarrassing the younger students into behaving better. Three staff went further and talked of verbal ‘thumping’: 

The older students have got a way of addressing the younger students that teachers can’t do. The ones we would like to thump, well the older students have got a way of verbally thumping them. (Engineering tutor, N8)

I think it tones them down in general, having the older ones there. The younger ones aren’t as silly because if they are they’ll have people frowning at them. There are some fairly outspoken ones who will just turn around and say ‘Shut up’. (Psychology tutor, S2)

One tutor interviewed outlined how in one class:

A woman in her 40s sat at the front and complained because the younger element in the class took longer tea breaks… she took 20 minutes and they took 30 minutes. She had ‘a word with them’ and the next week they came back in after tea break on time. It can affect punctuality and general manners. (Accountancy tutor, N2)

Although the responses to the questionnaire (see Annex 3) suggested that over half of students thought that people’s behaviour was not affected by being part of a mixed-age group, a considerable number did think it had a positive impact, including many of those who were interviewed. Indeed, several younger students thought that learning with older students encouraged them to act more maturely and behave in a more ‘grown up’ way:

It’s more grown up here compared to school. I don’t chat as much here. I hold my tongue in a bit more. (16 year-old psychology evening class student (S2) who was also studying for other A levels at school during the day).

If it was a group of all 18 year-olds we’d probably behave differently because you want to fit in, don’t you? We probably wouldn’t get any work done because we’d be talking all the time. It would be really disruptive. (18 year-old administrative procedure student, S2)

I thought that I’d do more of the talking, more of the laughing, you know, have a little group….with the same age group, but it hasn’t happened. Unfortunately it’s like, you come in, you sit down, and you just get on with the work cos everyone else is doing it, you’d feel a bit guilty if I was to spoil it for the whole class ….but if you had the same age group then everybody would be doing it, so you don’t feel the guilt then, but if I was to do then I’ll actually stick out from the rest and they think ‘He’s young, and he’s doing all this, and we’re here to work’, so…I’m saving myself from being bullied!  (Business student, N3)

A small proportion of staff believed that there was no necessary link between behavioural improvements and increased attainment:

Older learners can be a calming influence…but ultimately I don’t think it really makes a difference to the group’s ability to learn. (Carpentry tutor, S2) 

More common, however, was the view that these improvements in behaviour were likely to have a positive impact on the learning and attainment of the younger students (and a neutral impact on the older students). The following comment was typical:

Having slightly more mature students in the group helps the behaviour [of the younger students]. There’s a more purposeful atmosphere, less mucking about. I would expect this to be reflected in their level of attainment – they work harder and there aren’t so many distractions. (Administrative procedure tutor, S2)

Creating a more positive and learning-oriented atmosphere

Many staff and students also believed that learners benefited from the positive atmosphere that was engendered by many mixed-age groups. Younger learners, in particular, were believed to benefit from the commitment of the older learners:

If they were all 16 they still think they are at school and act that way. When there is an age mix they actually see other people who want to come on courses who are more mature and it gets them interested. (Hairdressing tutor, N2)

They [older students] have usually made a very definite decision to come back into education and get as much out of it as they can…what generally happens, we have found, is that the way they talk about their experiences now and what they want to get out of it has a positive effect on the younger ones and they take it seriously. (Head of business, S1).

Several staff also believed that, in their area of work, older students often produced higher quality work than their younger counterparts. This, it was felt, generally contributed to the learning-oriented atmosphere and helped the younger students to achieve. Furthermore, several respondents commented favourably on the absence of ‘peer pressure’ within mixed-age groups:

Younger learners are often worried about what their peers think of them. An older mix helps with that. Concerns about mobile phones and clothes may become less important to them (Leaning support assistant, S3)

In 16-19 groups, if one decides not to come back after coffee, they all follow. Older students and those in mixed groups are less likely to be swayed by peers. (Administrative procedure tutor, S2)

Again, these factors – the positive example set by older students, the high standards of their work and the absence of peer pressure – were felt to have a direct impact on the commitment to learning and the attainment levels of the younger students:

In the best-case scenario it can have a positive impact. It can give younger students a sense of what is achievable – seeing someone putting in the work and doing well, who is not necessarily more gifted. It can be a really useful role model. (Student welfare adviser, S3)

It’s more motivating being in a group with older students. Because they have been out to work and are paying for the course they are more motivated and focused and that rubs off – you aim to get to their level. (Younger learner, administrative procedure group, S2)

Usually, the older learners understand the expected standard of work better than the younger students, so they pull the others up. They act a bit like the pacemaker in a race. (Photography tutor, S2)

The higher quality work of the older ones rubs off on the younger ones. They start answering questions and the work they produce is better. (Head of construction and engineering, S1)

The older students set a high standard, a sort of norm, which the younger ones usually accept. (English tutor, N2)

The age mix makes the younger ones more conscientious, so you should get better outcomes. (Stonemasonry tutor, N8)

Furthermore, in one case (a hairdressing NVQ), it was felt that the presence of older learners increased the pace at which younger students worked. The tutor explained that, in her experience, the older students were keen to complete the qualification as quickly as possible and that this attitude was often taken up by the younger students, as well.

There was less consensus about the impact of the atmosphere of mixed-age groups on older learners. Some staff thought that although such groups tended to be more work-focused than 16-19 groups (for the reasons indicated above), they may be less learning-oriented than exclusively ‘adult’ groups. Indeed, the head of construction at S2 thought that, ‘There are no advantages to older learners from being in a mixed group – they often have to go at a slower pace because the younger learners have not understood something.’ In contrast, however, several other members of staff thought that atmosphere of mixed-age groups did offer specific benefits to the older learners:

The nice thing is that the younger ones bring in more ‘light-heartedness’ to the group and they do make the older ones laugh, and that’s nice. We get the maturity and the focus from the older ones and the more light-hearted and easy-going attitude of the younger ones. (Medical secretaries tutor, N3)

Younger learners somehow get older learners to be less anxious, to calm down, to have a social life, to see things in a broader perspective….The synergy between the two groups is sometimes really good and positive. The youngsters grow up and get a bit more organised and the adults learn how to have a good time and become more relaxed about the whole thing. (Head of English and literacy department, N8)

I find this group very stimulating. I think I would be bored stiff if I was in a group with my own age….it brings out the more relaxed side of you. (Older learner, psychology group, S2)

Relationships in the classroom

Mixed-age groups were also thought to further students’ learning through the types of relationships that were established in the classroom. (This is discussed further in section 4.3 below.)  Again, these were largely perceived to be due to the presence of older learners and to benefit the younger students.

First, several students and members of staff believed that older learners were more willing and/or able than younger students to ask the tutor probing questions. By clarifying concepts and challenging assumptions in this way, respondents believed that students’ learning was enhanced (even if they were only listening to the questions and responses):

Older learners can put forward questions in a way younger students cannot – the younger ones are too embarrassed or have not thought of the question…. older learners are more willing to question the tutor – which is valuable.  (Head of humanities, S2)

Older students make good contributions to group discussions. You can learn from them…..We have better discussions in class – the older students are less worried about getting things wrong. I’m quite scared saying stuff in case I get it wrong.  (Younger learner, photography group, S2)

I sometimes hesitate to answer, but as soon as they [older students] answer the question….ideas come into my head and I actually hold a conversation with them…these mature students give you that little push, they answer the first question or they give you a little hint and that just gets you ticking. (Younger learner, E-business group, N2)

Furthermore, one respondent (the head of student services at N2) thought that older learners were more willing than younger students to complain about poor teaching, and that this could also advantage the younger and less assertive members of a group.

Second, some tutors thought that students were more willing to share their work and ask each other for help in mixed-age classrooms than when they learnt in single-age groups. Again, this was believed to advantage the younger learners more than their older counterparts:

If they haven’t understood [something] and I’m talking to somebody else, one of the older students will go over and say, ‘You know, have you thought about …?’ But vice versa as well. The younger ones will do that with the older ones. With the 16 to 18s you don’t get that. They’ll just quite happily watch their neighbour struggle and not share how they could be doing it better in a different way.  (Art and design tutor, S2)

I would expect the attainment of young students [in mixed-age groups] to increase as they can talk to more knowledgeable older students about any problems they are having – but the older students’ attainment isn’t likely to be affected. (Head of construction, S2)

The older learners can act as unofficial mentors – they can help tutors by pulling up the stragglers….older students can act as go-betweens, bringing younger ones’ problems to the teacher in a tactful way. (Head of social sciences and childcare, S1)

They can learn from each other. The more experienced students can help the ones that aren’t and often that is a better learning experience than I can give them as a teacher. (Business tutor, N3)

They look at the tutor as someone who is preaching to them, whereas they are looking at the mature students’ experience and sometimes they seem to take that on board more. It’s like we will talk about a specific example, and they will have had some experience of it themselves and they will input that into the class, and somehow they will take that on board more than just being talked to by the tutor. They seem to believe them more! (Learning support assistant, S3)

Older learners can help you with your work if you’re struggling. (Younger learner, Engineering, N3)

Younger groups can be quite bitchy and competitive. No one judges you in a mixed-age group. (Younger learner, beauty group, S3)

Learning from each other’s work and life experience

Another perceived benefit of mixed-age groups was the greater range of work and life experiences that such groups encompassed, when compared to single-age groups. In most cases, both younger and older students were felt to benefit from this variety of experience:

Older students contribute their experience and younger ones can sometimes help them with their academic skills – like how to lay out an essay. (Law tutor, S3)

We’re taking from them like their work experience (admin. stuff, typing and practical things) and they are taking from us like the stuff we did last year, more computer work and business skills – some of the older ones don’t know that. (Younger learners, administrative procedure learning group, S2)

The mature ones have the experiences, they have a lot of information they can share and are good at giving the younger ones advice….The younger ones help the older ones with IT. (Medical secretaries tutor, N3)

They provide different perspectives, which can be valuable.  They can learn from each other’s experiences of working in the service industry – even if it’s only a part-time job in Tesco’s.  (Hair, beauty and make-up tutor, N8).

When we did stress [as a topic in psychology], they [older learners] had more to say about it so that helped us. I think you learn from other people’s experiences, so them talking about what they had been through made it more real. Instead of getting it straight from a textbook, you can relate to it a bit more. (Younger learner, psychology group, S1)

Developing specific course-related skills

In a number of subject areas an age-mix was considered very useful in developing specific course-related skills. For example, beauty tutors in two of the Colleges (S3 and N8) outlined the advantages to students of being able to work on skins of different ages. Tutors of vocational courses that focused on client care also emphasised the benefits to students of being able to work with learners of different ages and thus develop their interpersonal skills:

A mixed age group is useful for younger learners as they get more confident at interacting with older people and it helps with dealing with clients. The older learners also benefit, as they will go on to meet all sorts in life. (Beauty tutor, N8)

Tutors of other subjects also believed that mixed-age learning groups helped to foster more varied and interesting discussions. As a result, students became more sensitive to other possible interpretations of texts and images, which enhanced their learning: 

The age mix helps with reading an image – different age groups have different ways of interpreting the same image. (Photography tutor, S2)

A mixed-age group has a greater range of life experiences and this is particularly useful in English when you are interpreting texts that are essentially about life experiences. (English tutor, S1)

In English, discussions are important. You get more varied opinions with a mixed-age group. (English tutor, N2)

The older learners bring different perspectives and that helps us interpret texts – for example, they can talk about their experiences of having children. (Younger learner, English group, S1)

In these cases, older and younger students were both believed to benefit from the age composition of the group.

Exceptions

Across all six Colleges, there was a high level of agreement about the substantial benefits of mixed-age learning to younger learners and about the more limited benefits to older learners. However, there were also some notable exceptions to this general pattern, in which some or all students felt disadvantaged as a result of the age mix of their groups.

There were three groups where both the older and younger learners believed that the age-mix was detrimental to their own learning. In the childcare and education group at S1, the older learners thought that the younger ones were too disruptive and hindered their learning, while the younger ones believed that the older students ‘act as if we are stupid…they try to put us down by what they say’. This was also the case in the childcare and education group at N3. In the computing HND group at S1, some of the older students reported feeling intimidated by the abilities of the younger students, while the younger ones believed that the older ones were holding them back. 

In addition, there were three groups where the older learners felt that they would learn better if all other students were their age, because of the disruption caused by younger students and the variation in levels of knowledge between learners of different ages (accountancy at N2, carpentry at S2, maths at N8) and one further group where the older learner was as disruptive as the younger students – and claimed she was ‘reliving her childhood’ (travel and tourism at S1).

The reasons why these groups did not work as well as the others in the sample are explored in the sections that follow. 

4.2.2.  Differences by type of age mix

A small number of staff in the case study Colleges believed that it was possible for all types of age mix to work well if managed appropriately by a skilled tutor. More common, however, was the belief that the impact of a mixed group varied according to the type of age mix and the proportion of ‘older’ and ‘younger’ students. A minority of respondents felt that balanced groups offered more benefits to learners than those in which one age group was in a minority. It was felt that this age mix ensured that one age group did not feel isolated or get forgotten and made peer work easier. In contrast, however, other respondents believed that groups were less likely to integrate well when there were two different but evenly balanced age groups:

Groups gel better when there is a small minority group – the larger group ‘adopts’ the smaller group. (English AS tutor, N2)

If the group was balanced we might split into half and half. (Older learners, beauty group, N8)

Generally, it was felt that age mix had the biggest impact (in terms of the effects outlined in section 4.2.1, above) when 16-17 year olds were in the majority in the class, with a minority of older learners:

It is better if the older learners are in the minority as they can set the pace but the younger learners have enough support. (Photography tutor, S2). 

A minority of adults with a majority of youngsters is best. (Team leader for personal and social development, N3)

It works best with majority 16-19 and a handful of older ones. When older learners are in the majority it can be quite daunting for the younger learners; they may be more self-conscious about showing what they do not know….Older students in the minority may also feel a bit daunted, but the feeling is unlikely to last as long. (Head of business, tourism and education, S1). 

Younger learners in a minority are unlikely to have an impact; older learners in the minority have more of an impact. It’s adults who tend to influence the younger ones. (Law tutor, S3)

Younger students are often not happy in the minority. Mature students in the minority is normally fine – they have got the confidence for it. (Head of Languages, S1)

As the quotations above suggest, it was widely believed that even a small number of older learners could have a substantial impact on the behaviour and attitudes of the younger students and that there were few disadvantages to the older learners, themselves, from being in a minority. Most respondents also thought that even a single mature student in a group of younger students would have a considerable impact.  However, many also thought that being in a minority of one may have a detrimental effect on the learning of the older student: 

One adult can have a positive effect but it may well be isolating for that older person.  It would be better to have a few other older people with whom they could identify. (Computing tutor, S1)

If older students are in a small minority they may be disadvantaged, but you do not need many for it to make a difference for the younger students. (English tutor, N2)

It does not work well when there is only one adult, they become too isolated. (Carpentry tutor, S2)

Some members of staff felt that younger students would be similarly disadvantaged if there were no or few other students of the same age in a learning group. In some cases, respondents felt that this was due solely to being part of a minority group:

I think there would be disadvantages if they were in a minority as I say and if they were intimidated and this undermined their self-confidence, for example the only youngster or the only person who was older. It’s about having peer support as well. (Head of health, community and care studies, S3).

If either end of the scale is in an extreme minority that does impact on them personally, I think…it’s the pack instinct: two or three of them are quite happy but not one on their own. (Engineering tutor, N3)

Students in a small minority may find the group dynamics difficult. (Sociology tutor, N8)

Others thought that younger learners could suffer more specific problems if they comprised a small minority. For example, the photography tutor at S2 believed that, ‘if younger students are in the minority they may become de-motivated if the adults took the level too high’, while the childcare tutor at S1 thought that, ‘too many older learners may threaten or overwhelm the younger learners’. Indeed, during the observations, when younger learners were in a small minority, they appeared very quiet and, in some cases, made very few contributions to group discussions (for example: two psychology evening classes; electrical installation day class; accountancy evening class; and English AS evening class). Nevertheless, many members of staff (particularly those in the northern Colleges) thought that younger learners in a small minority were not disadvantaged by the age mix of the group. Moreover, when interviewed, all the younger learners in these groups were very enthusiastic about the benefits of being in a mixed-age group, and thought that their own learning had been enhanced. Indeed, all stated that they would prefer to be in this kind of group to an exclusively 16-19 group.

4.2.3. Differences by mode of study

Impact on age composition of learning groups

As would be expected, across all six Colleges, the age composition of learning groups was closely related to the mode of study (i.e. full-time or part-time) and the time at which classes were held: those with younger students in the majority were typically full-time courses taught during the day, while groups with older students in the majority were usually evening classes, taught on a part-time basis.  Many of the comments that respondents made about the differences between part-time and full-time courses and between those held in the day and in the evening were closely related to these differences in age composition. For example: 

Evening classes tend to produce better engagement than daytime classes, due to greater numbers of more mature students. (Vice-Principal, S3)

Differences in motivation

Others thought that the motivation of students varied by mode and time of study. Part-time evening groups were generally seen as very well-motivated groups, as all students had ‘chosen’ to be there and were giving up some of their free time to attend. 

Evening groups are more highly motivated than day groups as all have chosen to be there. (English tutor, N8)

It depends on the students’ motives. If it’s an evening course and linked to their work, then they are very highly motivated. If they come during the day, then it’s just the next thing to do after school. (Business tutor, N3)

[There] are big differences between part-time and full-time groups – but the difference is due to their motivation. All part-time students are there because they want to learn, not because they have to. (Head of construction department, S2).

In some cases, it was felt that this shared purpose led to very well-integrated mixed-age groups. For other respondents, the highly motivated nature of all students on evening courses meant that the impact of older learners on the behaviour and motivation of the younger learners was lessened:

Benefits are more apparent in the daytime – when older learners are on a majority younger course. (English tutor, N8)

Importance of length of time spent in learning groups

Several members of staff thought that there were other elements of particular modes of study – not related to the individual characteristics or motivation of the students – that affected how well a mixed-age group worked. Most commonly, respondents believed that there was a positive correlation between the length of time students spent together and the impact of mixed-age groups. Thus, full-time courses were seen as having a greater impact than part-time courses:

The impact of mixed-age is greater in full-time courses as they are spending more time together. (Head of construction department, S2)

The age mix has not had any impact as it is only a part-time course. They have got limited time. It would be different if it was a full-time course. (Computing tutor, S3).

[Age mix has] less impact during part-time courses as they are together for shorter periods of time. (Head of business, management, tourism and education, S1)

The impact is greater on a full-time course as you spend more time together and it becomes more part of their life. (Childcare tutor, S1)

However, two younger students (in S1 and S3) thought that mixed-age groups were more appropriate on a part-time than a full-time basis. Both believed that their learning had been enhanced by the presence of older students in their part-time courses (one during the day, the other in the evening), but that such an age mix would be less of an advantage in full-time courses, where they would want to develop friendships with people of their own age.

Difference in teaching methods by mode and time of study

A small number of respondents thought that tutors used different teaching methods on part-time courses (particularly those taught in the evenings), and this could affect the experience of younger learners:

On the evening it’s just two and a half hours. So you’ve got to be obviously prepared to do a lot of work on your own to ensure that you’re keeping up with the written work, to be questioning and probing. It’s slightly different teaching methods for obvious reasons in that you would expect them to be proactive, whereas you’re spoon-feeding the youngsters [in the full-time, day group]. (Head of humanities, S2)

I think I get more attention in the 16-19 groups. We are spoon-fed and the teachers are stricter. In mixed-age groups [part-time, evening classes] we are generally treated more as adults and we are expected to get on with the work ourselves…..I prefer to be treated as an adult, but my grades might not be as good as a result of being left to get on with things myself. (Younger learner, English group, S1)

Managing key skills through different modes of study

In two courses (maths GCSE at N8 and childcare at N3), mixing full-time students (who were 16-19 years of age) with part-time students (who were older) appeared to have exacerbated tensions between the two groups. The tutor of the childcare group at N3 described how combining the part-time and full-time groups: 

definitely had an effect because the 16-19 year-olds want to know why they [mature students] can do it part-time and they can’t and that’s the big thing. (Childcare tutor, N3)

These grievances were also raised by the students:

We’re supposed to be on a part-time course. A lot of them [younger learners] don’t like the fact that we leave earlier, a lot of us have got young children to pick up….but they don’t like that. (Older learners, childcare group, N3)

In this case, the main reason for allowing the older students to study the course on a part-time basis was that they were not required to study key skills. These were taught in the sessions from 3pm onwards, after the older learners had left. Although no other learning group involved in the project had problems identical to those in the N3 childcare group, the issue of how to manage key skills with students of different ages was raised by several respondents. For example, the head of art, design and media at S2 integrated key skills closely into programmes, but this often led to resentment on the part of older learners:

On the photography national diploma for instance, there has been this problem for a few years running, where adults on the course have said, ‘I’ve been running my own business for the last twenty years, I’m here to do my national diploma. I don’t want to do key skills.’….They don’t want to do it. But because we’ve integrated it so closely, it’s very difficult to separate it out. And it can have a negative impact on the 16-18 year-olds cos they say ‘Well, if they don’t have to do it…so why do we?’ So that can be problematic.

4.2.4. Differences by subject area

Many respondents thought that the advantages brought about by age-mixing were not subject-dependent. Others, however, believed that there were some differences by subject area and also within individual subjects. These differences were rarely related to the impact on behaviour, discussed in section 4.2.1 above. Instead, they were seen to be connected to the other benefits of mixed-age learning, such as: productive relationships between learners; the opportunity to learn from students’ diverse work and life experiences; and the opportunity to develop specific course-related skills through working with people of a different age.

First, many respondents thought that the benefits of mixed-age groups were most evident in subjects that could draw heavily on students’ experiences of life and work. This was emphasised particularly by tutors of psychology, sociology and English in the case study Colleges, but was also important to tutors in more vocational subjects (such as carpentry, electrical engineering, e-business and administrative procedure), who used students’ experiences at work to illustrate specific points. Indeed, a bricklaying tutor at N3 highlighted the benefit of being able to draw upon the practical experience of the older students in whole-group theory lessons: ‘their experience of the building site is another point of view to the ones we introduce – that reinforces our stories, which they may think we’re making up!’ Some tutors believed that, in this respect, there were considerable differences within individual subjects. The law tutor at S3 explained: 

When we get on to criminal law there will be opportunities for more discussions then and the strength of having a mixed-age group will become more apparent. The older students will be able to start bringing in their experiences. So far they haven’t known much about the topics we’ve covered.

Secondly, mixed-age groups were thought to work particularly well in subjects that lent themselves to discussion, the sharing of ideas and group work. In this way, it became easy for students to learn from the diverse experiences of others in the group and for the more collaborative relationships between learners, discussed in section 4.2.1 above, to become established. For example, art and design staff (in S2 and S3) thought that the group work that was common in their subjects enabled students of different ages to get to know each other well and to learn from each other’s experiences. This theme was echoed by other staff across a variety of subject areas. The importance of discussion as a teaching method in subjects such as psychology, sociology, English and languages was also seen as maximising the benefits of having a mixed-age group, as well as allowing the tutor to respond more flexibly to the experiences of group members. Indeed, one psychology tutor (S2) believed that mixed-age groups ‘would be less good in subjects where there is more “teaching” and less flexibility, like science, history and law.’

Thirdly, many respondents thought that subjects that encompassed a high degree of practical work were also well-suited to mixed-age learning. For these respondents, practical activities were an effective means of sharing experiences, learning from the work of others and establishing collaborative relationships.

I think if it’s a practical subject it’s easier for people to share skills than say theory-based…Contextual studies is delivered in a practical way [and]… I think it does make it easier because you see things happening before you and your neighbour can see what you’re doing and it’s easier for them to share ideas. (Art and design tutor, S2)

There are certain curriculum areas where it has a positive impact very, very quickly – carpentry, joinery and motor vehicle are other ones – because you see your results quickly…..Where the products are highly visible it’s easier to learn from others and pick up that skill. If it’s highly detailed then it’s less obvious. If you’re laying bricks then you can see your mate round the corner and how it’s done and try and reproduce that. The same with carpentry and joinery and motor vehicle. In the same way, workshops work better than classroom activity. (Head of construction and engineering, S1)

A further advantage to practical work, cited by respondents, was that it made it easier for the tutor to see who needed help and thus to differentiate work appropriately – ensuring that no age group was left behind. Some tutors also claimed that it was easier during practical sessions than theory classes to ensure that they gave attention to all members of a group: 

Practical activities and group work work well with mixed groups. Getting them to do written tasks is more difficult as you may get hijacked by the older students and spend all your time helping them. The younger ones can sometimes be quite shy. (Photography tutor, S2)

Subject areas in which mixed-age learning may be more problematic

The interviews, observations and questionnaires revealed a small number of subject areas in which mixed-age learning was felt by staff and/or students to work less well. The reasons why certain subjects were felt to be less suited to mixed groups included the following:

· the subject did not lend itself very well to the use of life experiences and/or group discussion;

· the curriculum was geared towards students of a particular age;

· students of different ages had very different levels of prior experience and attainment in the subject; and

· students of different ages had very different reasons for studying the course.

Some tutors believed that, although older students may have a positive impact on the behaviour and motivation of younger learners, the full benefits of mixed-age learning were not realised unless the group could draw on the diversity of the students’ life experiences through whole-class discussion. This was mentioned by the maths tutor at N8 and also the computing tutor at S1, both of whom felt their subject was less suitable to mixed-age learning than others within their Colleges. Indeed, the computing tutor claimed that:

The activities I do with them are so uniform and similar…. if, for example, I was doing a drama course, I imagine all sorts of things would be different. Someone like [older student], his greater knowledge of life would have much more bearing on what went on and people would have much more respect for him but [here] he’s in this sort of confined computing environment with a load of kids who have been doing it ever since they were about 5 years old, so he can’t really establish himself.

Second, a small number of respondents believed that some subjects were less appropriate for mixed-age groups because of the age-specific nature of the syllabus. The head of art, design and media at S2 explained that in her area:

The way the new curriculum has happened, it is completely designed around school leavers and it is much more difficult for an adult learner to go onto those programmes and for it to be completely relevant to them.….Next year we are unlikely to run the national diploma [in photography]. In the past it has tended to attract the older students but now it’s become much more generalist and the older students aren’t interested and we’re down to ten. 

Furthermore, a younger student at S1 commented that although she thought a mixed-age group was very good for subjects like English and Spanish, it was less appropriate for dance and music technology. In these areas, she felt that the curriculum was geared more towards younger students.

Third, mixed-age groups worked less well when students of different ages had very different levels of prior experience and attainment in the subject area. As noted above, students in the childcare groups at N3 and S1 had a strong preference for age-segregated groups and believed that learning with students of a different age was detrimental to their own progress. In N3, it was felt that the very different experiences of the older learners (who had brought up children of their own) and the younger learners (who had relatively little prior experience of childcare) created substantial tensions between the two groups. Similarly, in the computing HND course at S1, both older and younger students expressed a preference for age-segregated groups. They thought that their subject was not able to accommodate the different pace at which old and younger learners were thought to work and the different levels of knowledge they brought to the course. In this case, the older learners were struggling to keep up, while the younger learners believed they were being held back.

Finally, it appeared that mixed-age groups did not work well in subject areas where older and younger students had very different reasons for pursuing the course. For example, the head of humanities at S2, thought that teaching the ‘ologies’ to a mixed-age group was difficult due to the considerable differences in the level of commitment of the two age groups. He claimed that many younger students tended to choose these subjects (such as sociology and psychology) to fill their timetable – because they thought they were easy rather than because they had any intrinsic interest in them. In contrast, he claimed that older students would be unlikely to enrol on such courses unless they were very interested and that this difference in motivation led to a stark division within the group. This also appeared to be the cause of the conflict between older and younger learners in the childcare course at S1 and the construction course at S2. The younger learners in both groups placed as much importance on socialising and having fun as on learning during lesson time. The older students, however, found it difficult to understand these attitudes as they had enrolled solely to study the subject and gain the relevant qualification:

For the kids who have just left school, it’s just like a day off when they can enjoy themselves. They are not really interested in learning…..We’re committed to getting this done cos we want to do it for our own benefit, not for anyone else. And that’s what it’s down to – self-improvement. (40 year-old carpentry student, S2)

Some people are obviously here cos they’re straight from school and couldn’t think of anything else to do and it saves then from having to get a job…..whereas some of us have given up quite a lot – like a full-time job – to come and do this course. (25 year-old childcare student, S1).

It seems that this is useful distinction to draw. Almost all the students who were interviewed thought that older learners had made a conscious and deliberate decision to return to education and, as a result, were highly motivated. Mixed-age groups appeared to work well when the younger learners shared a similar motivation – i.e. that they were there because they enjoyed the subject or needed the qualification to enter a particular career or course of further study. Where there was obvious dissonance between the motivation of older and younger learners, such groups worked less well.

4.2.5. Differences by level and type of qualification

Level of qualification

In general, staff believed that mixed-age groups worked better on higher-level qualifications (irrespective of whether the course was vocational or academic). Respondents gave two main reasons for this belief. First, some felt that lower level qualifications (particularly at Level 2) were not appropriate for older learners because of the life skills they have gained:

Level 3 work interests people whatever their age. Level 2 is not suitable for older learners – they can work quite easily at Level 3, even if they haven’t got any qualifications. The Level 2 course is just for young people who are coming straight from school. (Head of art, design and media, S2)

Some levels are not suitable for older learners because of their life skills (for example, intermediate would be too easy for them), so we discuss other options with them. (Head of admissions, N2)

Older students may find GCSE a bit patronising. (Psychology tutor, S1)

One tutor also believed that learning from each other’s life experiences – one of the frequently-cited benefits of mixed-age groups – was more difficult within lower-level qualifications:

Mixed-age at GCSE is more difficult as there is more variation in people’s starting points; also the qualification is more skills-based, less about life experiences. (English tutor, S1)

The second main reason for believing that mixed-age leaning worked better on higher-level courses was the improvement in the behaviour of the younger students, and the greater congruence in students’ motivation, with level of qualification. The following comments were typical:

The Level 2 course is just for young people who are coming straight from school. The lower the level, the worse the behaviour and thus the more difficult mixed-age teaching is. (Head of art, design and media, S2)

As qualification levels increase so students become more similar in terms of intelligence and motivation, and so age differences become less apparent. (Head of business, S2)

It may be more difficult at lower levels as the motivation of the students is likely to be more diverse. They will not all have the same reasons for being there – for the younger ones it will be more of a progression route. (Head of Computing, S1)

I would not recommend that adults join a GCSE group due to the behaviour of the younger students. (Psychology tutor, S2)

On lower level courses there may be a difference of motivation – the older ones want to get through it as quickly as possible, but the younger ones are less concerned about this. (Learning Support Assistant, S3) 

For one respondent, the motivation of the older students was also more conducive to mixed-age learning on higher level qualifications:

I think higher up that may well alter how things gel in the group because for some higher up, once you get to a higher qualification with older students that may well be their last chance to sort out their lives….If it’s a lower level course, it’s something they might be doing just to get up to speed to move on. So it doesn’t matter as much. (Engineering tutor, N3)

A number of students also thought that mixed-age groups would work better when students were studying for higher level qualifications (for example, an accounting student at S3 and a psychology student at S2). However, this pattern was not reflected across the observed groups. The groups in which students were unhappy with the age mix included courses at Levels 3 (childcare) and 4 (computing), as well as 2 (carpentry).

Basic education courses

A number of staff who were interviewed felt that basic education courses, in particular, could be problematic with mixed-age groups. Indeed, one of the vice-principals of S2 believed that adult-only groups were much more appropriate for adult-returners who may lack self-confidence and feel intimidated about being in a class with 16-19 year-olds. Others (including the vice-principals of S1 and S3) also felt that mixed-age groups at this level may be problematic:

Increasingly our levels of work are much lower. We want them to be foundation and pre-foundation. That is not necessarily a good mix –14-16s with major problems working with adults with major problems. (Vice-principal, S1)

[Age mix may be difficult ] at FE levels 0 to 1 where learners have specific learning difficulties. (Vice-principal, S3)

Academic and vocational qualifications

Respondents’ comments about the relationship between the level of the course and the appropriateness of mixed-age teaching commonly drew no distinction between academic and vocational qualifications. Nonetheless, a small number of members of staff did believe that some types of qualification were more amenable to mixed-age teaching than others.  Here, though, there was little consensus. For example, the head of social sciences and childcare at S1 thought that mixed-age groups worked better in A Levels than in vocational qualifications, as students do not have to be together all the time (and are thus not dependent on the other students for their friendships). In contrast, the student welfare adviser and the head of health, community and care studies (both at S3), though that mixed-age groups worked better in vocational areas, as a common career goal provided an important point of connection for students of different ages. However, the head of health also acknowledged that there were some vocational courses that were ‘taken by young people who can’t think of anything else to do’.  In these cases she believed age-mixing would work less well.

4.2.6. Differences by gender and ethnicity

Many respondents thought that the gender and ethnicity of students had little effect on the impact of a mixed-age learning group. However, there were also a considerable number of staff and students who believed that such characteristics did have an impact, although there was little consensus about the precise ways in which these influences were played out.

Some respondents felt that the greater the diversity of a learning group in terms of gender, ethnicity and class – as well as age – the greater the potential benefits to students:

Ethnicity can have a positive effect on groups as it increases the general diversity of the group. (Administrative procedure tutor, S2)

It would be better to have some men in the group. If you are going to have some differences, like age, it would be better to make it as diverse as possible. (Younger learners, childcare group, S1)

The greater the diversity, the better the discussion. (English tutor, S1)

In contrast, other members of staff believed that if a student was in a minority age group within a class, his or her minority status would possibly be exacerbated if he or she was also a member of another minority group:

If the older learner is in a minority and happens to be from an ethnic minority group, it is likely to be very difficult for them. (Student welfare adviser, S3)

However, when taken alone, being in a minority age group within a class was thought to be less problematic than membership of other minority groups:

Gender can be much more problematic than age – the one man in the group feels much more isolated than the older students (Older learners, photography group, S2)

Beyond these quite general claims, respondents also made comments about the impact of specific balances between men and women and between different ethnic groups that they had experienced within their learning groups.

Gender

Many respondents felt that women often brought particular skills that were of value to a mixed-age group. A common theme amongst tutors who taught courses that were typically male-dominated (such as computing and construction) was that having a woman in the group had a calming influence on students’ behaviour and thus made it easier for older learners to feel comfortable in mixed-age groups:

Young women tend to behave better than young men, so it may be easier for them to mix with older learners. (Head of art, design and media, S2)

Having females in a group always improves behaviour, whatever the mix. (Computing tutor, S1)

Several respondents also believed that older women were often more able than older men to integrate well with younger students:

Mature males have just kind of gone in there and got on with it and let things just wash over them. The mature females have got more involved. They have taken more of an active role. The mature men aren’t so much into the tittle-tattle. The mature women, once they get friendly with the rest of the group, they are just as much in on the tittle-tattle as the younger ones. (Head of business, management, tourism and education, S1)

Older women may be more supportive of younger students than older men. (Head of business and European studies, N3)

If you have got a mixed-age group that is all women, women do tend to group together and make a little family and I think it would swim along. Where you’ve got mixed age and mixed gender, you are bound to get some men who are just here to do the course and they are focused and sit in the corner and come in with their newspaper until the group starts, do what they do and then go out. You get a few women who do that as well, but generally women like to nurture and nest. (Head of social sciences and childcare, S1)

Finally, some staff felt that older women sometimes had a less dismissive attitude to the comments of younger students than men of a similar age:

In accountancy classes there are differences between mature women and mature men. Women are likely to have less senior positions and therefore be less dismissive…Mature women will be more enthusiastic. (Accountancy tutor, N2)

However, other respondents put forward different views. Indeed, some thought that older women were less tolerant than other groups of students of bad behaviour, while one construction tutor believed that the all-male groups in his programme area helped to promote age-mixing:

Female adult returners tend to be very driven and less tolerant of group dynamics. (Head of art, design and media, S2)

With these types of courses and these types of individuals, things break down very quickly into common denominators. There will always be a conversation about football, there will always be a conversation about sex, there will always be a conversation about drinking, so barriers break down. It’s not so much ‘them and us’…because everyone will talk about the England match, whether 17 or 60. So it’s fairly easy….although they are mixed age groups, they have a very similar identity that they can all relate to and all find common ground in. (Electrical installation tutor, S1)

Moreover, amongst the specific learning groups involved in the project, two of the groups in which relations between older and younger students were worst were all-women (childcare at N3 and S1). In these cases, the students thought that the presence of some male students may help to improve the group dynamics:

It’s just women, when you get them together they’re just bitches, aren’t they? And I find you can talk to men easier than you can talk to women. (Younger learner, childcare group, N3).

Ethnicity

In only two of the six case study Colleges were there many British ethnic minority students in the sampled learning groups. In one College (S3), they appeared to be well-integrated, with few social divisions by ethnicity. However, in N2 the pattern was different, with ethnic minority students and their white counterparts more frequently sitting and socialising separately.

Few respondents felt able to comment on the way in which ethnicity affected the impact of age-mixing – and those who did suggested that the effect may differ by ethnic group:

Black people are much more positive about mixing with people of different ages. They have a different cultural attitude; they just accept people as they are. Young blacks have more respect for their elders than whites. Older black people are so used to talking to people of different ages, they get on well with the youngsters. (College nurse, S3)

In certain ethnic groups older and younger students are less likely to mix. For example, a young Asian girl is more likely to mix with an older white woman than an older Asian woman, because of the cultural differences between the age groups. (Law tutor, S3)

At S1 there were a number of international students whose English was quite poor. They tended to stick together during classes and in breaks, regardless of their age (although most were in their early-20s). Several staff members at this College thought that this hindered class integration, whatever the age mix:

It’s more difficult with students from South Asian countries as they will physically separate themselves from others in the classroom and are not used to some of the more imaginative things you would want to do with a mixed-age group. There is the danger that teacher talks less to them. (Vice-Principal, S1)

International students tend to be separate from the rest of the group – [as a result of] cultural differences that have little to do with age. (Head of business, management, tourism and education, S1)

4.2.7. Non-educational benefits

In addition to the various benefits to students’ academic performance outlined above in section 4.2.1, many respondents believed that mixed-age groups offered other advantages to both older and younger students.

Positive messages about lifelong learning

Several respondents thought that mixed-age groups conveyed positive messages about ‘lifelong learning’ to younger students: first, that it was possible to return to education at any stage in one’s life and, second, that the value of learning lay not only in its instrumental role:

It’s good for students to be with different people and to realise that learning is a lifelong experience, realise that they can return if something dreadful happens, that it isn’t the end of the world if they fail. (Law tutor, S3)

It’s quite encouraging to think that other people have come back to education, which means that it’s not always for young people – you can come back and do more. I think it’s quite nice. (Younger learner, Psychology group, S2)

It’s sort of a role model type thing, that people learn to some extent for the love of it, it’s something they want to do. They’re not simply trying to gain a qualification that’s going to open a door for them. And I think perhaps some of the younger ones realise that and appreciate that there’s some value in that. (Sociology tutor, N8)

Pastoral support

Both students and staff believed that pastoral support between students was often greater in mixed-age groups, as learners of different ages had different experiences and skills that they could draw on. Several younger students in Colleges across the sample described, in very positive terms, how they had been ‘looked after’ by older students in their learning groups.  Equally, one older student (in her 70s) at S1, was very grateful for the lift home that some of the younger students provided. It was also clear that, in some groups, older students were keen to provide advice about life in general to their younger counterparts:

There have been times when problems have arisen with younger learners and because the younger students feel that they have quite a good rapport with the more mature students, they can talk to them on their level. They will actually ask advice of them, like the young girls when they are having problems outside of College, they will sometimes ask the older ones for advice. (Learning support assistant, S3)

Yesterday I was talking to one of the girls and she was talking about relying on her husband or boyfriend to support her and I turned round and said ‘No – don’t be daft, you must be able to look after yourself because you never know what’s going to happen’….I’m like two generations apart and my generation struggled with work and home and children, whereas I think today’s generation shouldn’t be even thinking about that to me. They have to think about looking after themselves. (Older learner, medical secretaries group, N3).

It was also felt that a few, more isolated young people, who did not have easy relationships with their peers, gained from relationships with older adults.

Preparation for life

The most commonly cited ‘wider benefit’ of mixed-age groups was that such groups prepared students well for other parts of their life in which they would be likely to mix with people of a different age. It was felt that working with older or younger students not only helped to overcome age-related stereotypes but helped learners to develop interpersonal skills that could be used in other contexts:

It’s a good idea to have mixed classes because if you have to work on site, most bricklayers are older, about 30-34, so it’s important to be able to work with people of different ages. (Younger learner, brickwork group, S3)

For me it’s really a bonus to be working with the mature students because that’s going to lead to university where I’ll probably see the same sort of thing. (Younger learner, e-business group, N2)

If they [younger students] haven’t had much experience with older people, it can be useful from that point of view as well – they learn how to rub along with older people. There are younger people who don’t have lots of aunts and uncles in the older age range and they just don’t come into contact with them. (Head of business, S2)

Inter-generational understanding

In contrast, other respondents pointed to the age-segregated nature of contemporary society and the divisions and misunderstandings between generations. In this context, many believed that mixed-age learning could play an important role in helping to increase inter-generational understanding and respect: 

It helps to break down stereotypes about teenagers, seeing beyond the behaviour and the clothes. (Childcare tutor, S1). 

I benefit from it as it’s broadening my feel of things. As a mum of a 17 year-old, it helps me see things….I didn’t come and do it as sociological research on what my son gets up to in the classroom, but it does help me. (Older learner, psychology group, S2)

Indeed, several members of staff who were interviewed emphasised the social importance of the more generally diverse environment of FE Colleges, and the value of students learning to work with others who they initially perceive to be ‘different’ from themselves. Age diversity was considered to be an important part of this – alongside diversity in ethnicity, gender, class and nationality:

… you have women returners sitting at one table, people with learning difficulties on another, international students from 70 different countries coming in. That melting pot is seen as a benefit. Somewhere like [this town] which is relatively safe, white and middle class - those are things that are positively different and they are things we have worked hard on, to get that mix - cultural mix, age mix, students for whom school has not worked out for. (Vice Principal, S1)

4.3 Does age mix affect learning relationships?

4.3.1. Relationships between students

Very few of the students spoke negatively about mixed age relationships. There was one class where antipathy was very strongly reported in the interviews and two more where both young and old students were not happy with the age mixing. This contrasts with almost half of both the old and the young student focus group interviews where students spoke very positively about their relationships with students from the opposite age category. Sometimes this clearly extended beyond the course. This extract from the focus group of the ‘young’ medical secretaries shows how closely they thought that the students of all ages had bonded: 

We go round town ….. (laughter) on a Friday night.  (Even the mums with the kids!) In a couple of weeks we’re going out for dinner aren’t we?” 

When it’s people’s birthdays we all get each other a card.

We got presents for each other at Christmas, didn’t we, we all bought a present each and put things in a box and then someone else picked it out.

(Young medical secretaries, N3)

Many of the students did not mix outside of College but quite a lot said that they did do so at coffee breaks or lunchtime. 

When we go for dinner or break, we go to café together, just sit together and what have you? (Older learner, brickwork, N2)

Others only mixed during the class sessions:

I wouldn’t say I socialise with younger members of the group. I’ll talk to them about things and the assignments we’re working on. (Older learner, brickwork, S3) 

Personality also had an effect:

There is a group of young ones I get on with and a group I don’t get on with. It’s not to do with age, it’s a characteristics thing, what your interests are. Age isn’t a problem. We all mix at breaktimes, on trips. We’re not sectioned off. Some of the more mature younger ones mix with us, having a laugh. (Older learner, photography, S2)

A number of students both old and young referred to being too busy to socialise. This applied especially to the evening class students. For instance the accountancy students at College N2 said there was no break during the session so they felt that they had little chance to get to know other students of any age. 

Most staff were able to cite examples of positive mixed age relationships between students. Sometimes this was linked to the mature students having more social skills and thus helping group dynamics. 

The mature students tend to look after the younger ones, especially the younger ones who aren’t good at socialising. (Head of health department, N3)

However, it was not just the older learners helping the youngsters. Several staff referred to the younger learners helping the mature students to feel more relaxed, or to feel young again: 

Groups of learners usually complement each other. The more mature are made to become more relaxed –the younger ones can be very supportive of the older ones. (Business tutor, N2)

Despite these positive relationships, many staff also referred to age-related seating patterns and social divisions: 

We do have various social events during the course, but they mostly socialise within their own age group. They end to sit with others of a similar age in class. (Administrative procedure tutor, S2)

One person suggested that there was more age mixing with minority rather than balanced groups. 

There is more (mixing) when there is an unequal mix of numbers which ever way round it is. The larger group adopts the smaller number as honorary ones of them. (Engineering tutor) 

I have another class where there is just one person over 30, the others are between 18-21 years …the younger ones treat the older students as one of them even to the extent of going out socially…when there is an unequal mix of numbers which ever way round it is the larger groups adopts the small number of older or younger ones as an honorary one of them. (English AS tutor, N2)

This is explored more widely in section 4.2.2

The student observations also provided evidence about social relationships (and friendships) between students, as well as about relationships that were more academically focused. There was considerable diversity in both types of relationship. In a small number of groups (e.g. medical secretaries group in N3, AVCE business, N3 and psychology in S2) there was high degree of social integration (e.g. students of different ages sat together, went to breaks together and identified each other as friends). In some cases this seemed to promote learning, as the students felt happy asking others for advice. In one instance the group cohesion appeared to be detrimental to learning (e.g. travel and tourism class in S1). 

However, in some cases, even when students reported good relationships between older and younger learners within the classroom, there were age-related divisions in where they sat and who they socialised with (at breaks and lunchtimes). Our observations in social areas showed that the majority of groups in cafeterias and other social areas were of a similar age.

I noted no mixed age groups. Groups tended to be either made up of younger learners or more mature students. (Social Observation, N2)

Some observations revealed that there was more age proximity in areas where people congregated to smoke. However, often there was little communication between the different aged smokers.

Nevertheless, there were some social observations where young and older students were mixing:

A group of seven female beauty therapy students sat around a large table. The majority of the learners were at least thirty, although one was at probably around fifty and another in her late teens or early twenties. The learners were occupied with eating and drinking, but were also involved in conversation as a group and also in pairs. (Observation notes from café at 11.00am in College N8.) 

As noted previously, there were also differences between full-time and part-time courses – the latter offered fewer opportunities for establishing friendships. Some students thought that, because of this, it was easier to get on with other students of a different age in part-time courses (i.e. because they saw each other relatively infrequently and the relationship was solely focussed on the course there was no pressure nor expectation that they would become friends). However, other students felt that the part-time courses provided too little time together for them to socialise or even to really get to know each other.

4.3.2. Relationships with teachers

When the staff were asked about their relationship with the students the most frequent response was about the different attitudes towards them by the youngsters and by the older students. The younger ones would see them more as a teacher. For instance the  engineering tutor at N3 said that the youngsters would call him ‘sir’ whereas the older students would be more relaxed. The accountancy tutor at N2 said that he thought that he treated all of the students in the same way but that ‘he has more of a laugh with the older ones which brightens up boring accountancy’. However, this different treatment was not necessarily detrimental to either age mixing or relationships with the tutor. The medical secretaries tutor at N3 said that the older and younger students approached her differently and so she responded differently to them. Yet this group of students spoke most positively about mixing both in the College and outside (see section 3.1 above).

There were very few examples of tutors thinking that they had a better relationship with the younger rather than the older students. However, two art teachers (both in their early 30s) at College S2 talked about the problems they had had relating to older students and, in particular, understanding life events that they themselves had not experienced such as divorce and bringing up children. They felt that they understood the younger learners much better. This linking by tutors of  their own age to their relationship with students was very rare, and the art teachers was the only definite example. In our interviews all staff were asked to identify their age category (twenties, thirties etc) and some might make a passing reference to students being much older or younger than themselves but they did not link this to their relationships with their students.

Several staff felt that the way students related to them inevitably had an effect on how they treated the students. This in turn meant that although they wanted to treat all of the students the same, they sometimes treated them differently:

I think you try not to, I think sometimes you do treat them differently, because of who they are, and the way they are with you, and the needs they’ve got. I think it’s just the fact of the needs that they’ve got, and 16-19 year-olds have got that attitude on them which does make you treat them that little bit differently and go into a little bit more of a teacher mode, if you like. (Childcare tutor, N3)

I’m a human with adults! They are more open to talk about things. They’ll be honest about why their homework is not done. The younger ones will be more reluctant to admit they haven’t had the time to do it. There’s not as much behaviour management with older people…. They have different amounts of respect for you. (Psychology tutor, S1)

However, several staff reported that, particularly where it was behaviour that caused them to treat young and old students differently, ‘youngsters who behaved in a mature way’ were treated as if they were mature students ( GCSE maths, N8 and law S3). 

There was a difference in the perceptions of the older and younger students about student-tutor relationships. 

The majority of the youngsters thought that the tutors treated all of the students the same.

Everyone’s equal – so long as you do things by the book. You go according to what he’s saying, how he wants things done, it’s not a problem. (Younger learner, E Business, N2)

None of the students referred to tutors favouring youngsters over the older learners. However, the younger students on the electrical installation course at S1 thought that ‘the teacher might spend more time with the younger ones as the older ones tend to pick things up more quickly’. 

A few of the younger students thought the tutors favoured the older students (childcare, N3) and some resented tutors allowing the older students more leeway e.g. allowed to arrive late or leave early (Beauty, S3). 

Other young students recognised that tutors treated people according to their experiences and needs:

I know if you go to her (tutor) for help afterwards, she’s more likely to be jokey with the older age groups. With the younger people she’s more likely to be helpful and concentrate more on the work. It depends what people want to do. (Young learner, Psychology (day), S2).

He treats us all the same, he’s really good except that he talks more mature to the older ones. If you hear him talking to Pete it’s different, it’s mature talk. (Young learner, Plastering, S3)     

Although quite a lot of older students also thought that tutors treated all of the students the same, there was a larger number than of younger students who thought that there was a difference. Where this was stated it was usually linked to the different behaviour of the youngsters.

I have noticed some tutors sometimes pick on the younger ones, but if somebody won’t do as they are told then they (tutors) have to like press them harder to make sure they do get it done. But really, they’re only doing it for their own good, because when they do get a job they’re going to have to do as they’re told, or else they won’t have a job. I don’t think a lot of these youngsters realise that. They’ve just come from school…..and the first job they get ’ll be a culture shock to them. (Older bricklaying student, N3)

A few of the students commented on the greater leniency shown by tutors towards the older students. However, it was felt that if there were youngsters with similar personal problems then the tutors would probably show equal leniency towards them (engineering students at N8).

As with the younger students, some older students thought that the older ones were given more attention. However, there was a reflection of what some tutors had said – that if the young students were prepared to work hard then they too would get equal support:

I don’t think they go out of their way to give me more time, but I think they do because I’m older, because I’m more of their age group than the children (young students). But you know, I think there are one or two boys who have really got stuck into this course and who are doing really well, they’ll help them. (Brickwork, older learner, S3)

However, as with the younger students there was also a feeling by a few that it was the younger students who sometimes got more attention. The psychology students at S1 thought that the tutor treated everybody the same but that extra support was given to young students who did not speak in class or who the tutor felt need extra help.

During the observations it was apparent that, in some groups where younger learners were in the minority, they contributed less to whole-group work (as noted above.) In some sessions, this meant that they received less of the tutor’s attention (this was particularly noticeable in discussion-based lessons such as the psychology classes). Only occasionally did some tutors address questions specifically to younger learners. However, this was not always the case. In some of the groups observed the tutors made real efforts to involve all learners in the class, often involving heavy prompting of younger students. In groups where older learners were in the minority this appeared to be less of a problem (for the minority group). Indeed, in some cases, tutors seemed to spend more time with the older students than the younger ones (e.g. carpentry at College S2, computing at College S1). This had caused some resentment amongst the younger students in the College S1 computing group and the N2 accountancy class.

Nevertheless, a large number of students of both ages believed that tutors treated all students the same, regardless of their age (although some who had experience of both drew distinctions between how 16-19 and mixed groups were taught). 

4.4 Does age mix make programmes of study more or less attractive to students?

Colleges are in competition for 16-19 students with school sixth forms and sixth form Colleges in both regions. In the area within which two of the southern Colleges are located a significant proportion of 16-19 year-olds are in private schools. However, in both regions staff talk about educating those who have no other choice, and except for one College in the north which merged with the sixth form College, the Colleges are conscious of their role in working with the less advantaged/able student group. In those five Colleges there were two very different primary motivations for young people enrolling: “retreads” – retaking qualifications after failing at school; and “top-ups” who were taking an additional programme to supplement a school programme (e.g. the 4th A Level). Nevertheless these Colleges would also like to attract the more able sixteen year olds hence the development in four of the Colleges of sixth form centres, which middle class parents are thought to prefer. Older students, on the other hand, have more restricted choices, and commonly the College is the only accessible location where relevant provision is offered to them. 

The focus of this research was young people and adults learning together in Further Education Colleges. We did not interview non-College students i.e. those who chose to remain at school or go to Sixth Form Colleges or any other post 16 provider. 

Impact on the decision making process

To what extent does potentially mixed age learning groups attract or deter potential students? When deciding where to choose to study the issue of mixed age classes (either as a positive or negative factor) rarely seemed  to be on the agenda of the students. When asked why they had chosen to study at their College the key priorities were ‘the appropriate course being available’ and ‘the locality’.

In their interviews, four of the younger students said they deliberately chose to come to College so that they could be in a mixed age learning environment. One specifically liked the idea of meeting new people of different ages:

I decided to come to College and not sixth form because I wanted to meet new people, I wanted to meet people of other ages. ( Yong learner, English AS, N2)

One student not only decided he did not want to stay at school but that a sixth form College would not provide the adult environment that she wanted:

I looked at X (College) to do media A Level, psychology and sociology – but I didn’t like it because it was more school-based whereas … you’ve got the mixed ages here…….…I didn’t want to be in a school environment. I wanted to be in a more grown-up environment. I didn’t think about going to the school sixth-form: I’d had enough of school and by the end I thought, ‘No, I don’t want to be here any more.’ It wasn’t even an option. But now I’m going to have to go back there to do my philosophy. That’s OK but I wouldn’t want to be based there all the time.  (Young learner, Psychology AS, S1)

Another student already mixed with older people and said he found young people immature and preferred mixing with older people:

I thought about it. I was pretty much used to being with older people and I found I could concentrate a lot better. Most people who are younger are a bit more immature so I prefer being with older people, people who have a bit more experience in life. I just socialise with them better. I go to church and there are no people my age so I am quite used to talking to adults and people older than me. That was a positive thing about this course. (Young learner, computing, S1)

The fourth young student, who said he specifically chose College for its mixed age, thought that he would be with students who would work harder:

I expected them (students) to be older because I knew that it was a night class and they would be ‘working students’. I thought they would work harder and there would be a different atmosphere and stuff. When you’re at school there’s like idiots messing about and things whereas here you’ve got three hours and everybody gets on with it. (Young learner, AVCE business, N3)

There was also some evidence from staff that some young people choose to attend FE Colleges rather than schools or sixth form Colleges because of what they perceive to be the more adult environment of these institutions:

Some of them definitely come here because of the more mature atmosphere. I’ve just interviewed a girl who said that it’s a lovely environment and everyone seems to be very grown up. She also said that we’ve got a whole range of people here. She’s ready for the change – and I think quite a few of them are like that. (Head of social sciences and childcare, S1)

When the older students were asked about their decision-making processes, the majority had chosen the College because of its proximity to home, because their employer had arranged it or because it was the only place in the area at which a particular course was offered. Few had considered other institutions. Only two older students stated that perceptions of age mix had affected their decisions:

· one student (art and design, College S2) revealed that he had not enrolled on the course in the past because of worries about the age mix (in his case, the predominance of younger learners);

· another claimed that she had chosen S3 because ‘I didn’t want to go to  College X.  It seems a more younger-oriented College and I didn’t want that.  People I thought would be my kids’ friends might be there’. (Older learner, Accountancy, S3)

However, student age mix was not an issue which mist students considered when they were thinking about going to College. The questionnaires showed that only 12% of the students asked about the likely age of the other students in their class before or during enrolment. Staff felt that few of the young people coming on full-time courses considered that they might be in mixed age learning groups. Their experience of full-time education had been exclusively in same-age groups and they expected this to continue: 

I think they tend to expect that there’ll be more 16 year-olds. They may be surprised that they are in a very mixed group. Even though I told them at interview – and I always tell them how well that works, I think they always expect that there’ll be a classful of young ones.  (Medical secretaries tutor, N3)

This was strongly reflected in the interviews with the young students. 

The older students were more aware that they might be in mixed age classes.  Staff responsible for admissions said that although younger learners did not ask about being in mixed age learning groups, mature students might do so especially if they were coming to a daytime course. However, this rarely had the effect of putting them off:

If I know it is a heavily dominated mature group I will say to a youngster do you mind and they always say, ‘No, not at all’. If it is the other way round and a mature comes for a level 2 Open College Network I’ll say do you realise this is predominantly for 16-18 year-olds, and they’ll say that’s OK, and often that they have got children of their own.’ (Head of health, N3)

We mention the age mix to the day release students if we are going to mix them with the full-time course [16-19 group] – but as far as I know has not put anyone off. (Head of construction, S1)

In the interviews with the older students many expected to be in a mixed age group and were quite pragmatic about the prospect. 

Whatever age would not make a difference, it was the location and the course that mattered. I just hoped they’d be friendly people. (Older learner, Accountancy, N2)

However, some were concerned especially at the thought that they might be the only older student in the group. 

Overall, however, there were many examples of students (both young and old) being unaware of the likely age mix of their group before joining e.g. a 16 year-old who thought all A Level evening classes were for 16-19 year-olds who could not fit the subject into their timetable during the day; and an older learner (in the same group) who thought that most evening classes were full of people in their late 30s and 40s.

4.4.1. Initial reactions to the age mix of the group

The questionnaires showed that 60% of the students were not surprised by the age mix of the other students when they started their course.  The interviews show that many of those who were surprised to find an age mix were not perturbed by it. 

Younger learners

The younger students expressed more surprise than the older ones. One referred to being ‘shocked’, another ‘thought they (older ones) looked out of place’. Others wondered what ‘they’ (older students) were doing there. Some young students described how they had initially been concerned at having older learners in the same group as them:

I didn’t expect to see older people in the class..it was a bit daunting at first and I felt I was the youngest person there. (Young learner, English A Level, N2 ). 

Many young people, especially on full-time courses hope to make new friends at College and expressed concerns about this: 

Originally I was shocked to see quite a few old people. I thought “I’m going to feel left out here. I’m going to find it hard to make some friends out of these people.” I felt very young compared to everyone else, so I felt that I might easily be alienated. (Young learner, Psychology, S2)

However, in most cases, the young students had soon realised that their fears were unfounded and reported positive experiences of their group – and also of the College with many contrasting the more mature atmosphere with what they had experienced at school: 

I didn’t have any expectations at all…it were a bit intimidating, cos they were all older, but they’re really nice. (Young learner, medical secretaries, N3);

Others, even initially, were ‘not bothered’ and a few were pleased:

A new experience but I suppose it’s a good one- a bonus. (Young learner, Business, N2)  

Older learners

The older students were less surprised by the age mix than the younger ones. Many had expected it plus, unlike youngsters from school who were used to being only with their peers, the older students were used to mixing with a wider age range: 

The age difference didn’t create a barrier. I even think it helped me a bit because of their different experiences. (Older learner, E Business , N2.)

Others were so committed to their course that the age difference seemed irrelevant: 

I’d got my own agenda. I was just here for my own purpose. It didn’t really matter to me who else was there. (Older learner, Engineering, N3)

Others saw it as positive:

The youngest student in the class sits next to me, she looks up to us.(Older learner, English AS, N2)

Initially some of the older ones were not so pleased – and said they felt intimidated or were worried that the youngsters would mess around. Others did not express this fear but did emphasise that they were pleased not to be the only older learner. However, there were some older students who were the only ones in their class but they did not complain. 

4.5 Do staff or students prefer particular kinds of age mix?

4.5.1. Do staff prefer particular kinds of age mix?

Some staff appeared happy with any kind of age mix.  

I do like the mix – I admire the older ones and the younger ones make me laugh. (English GCSE tutor, N2)

However, several stated that they preferred to teach mixed or adult-only classes than exclusively 16-19 groups:  

Some 16-19 courses that I have taught on have been a nightmare – very wearing, very difficult to get work out of them. Adults tend not to be like that. All the tutors that I liaise with, given the choice of teaching adults and teaching 16-19s, they would all opt for adults. (Administrative procedure tutor, S2)

Indeed, some of these tutors talked about how they had come into FE to support those who had been failed by the school system – i.e. adult returners. 

Almost all staff thought that mixed age groups were easier than all young student classes to teach because of the way in which the older learners moderated the boisterous behaviour of the 16-17 year-olds: 

There are no problems for a start off with behaviour problems whatsoever .. but one of the things you notice is that the more mature people have a stabilising effect, without a doubt (Accountancy tutor, N2) 

However, some staff stated that just one or two students in a minority may be less easy to teach, while a small number of tutors felt that mixed age groups, generally, were more difficult to teach than single-age groups.

14-15 year olds

The introduction of 14-15 year-olds, whilst not part of our research, was causing concern for some staff. Three of the case study Colleges had originally integrated these students with other students but had subsequently segregated them (due to their perceived disruptive effect). One class in our study did include some school age youngsters and the tutor felt that they were ‘more boisterous than some of the other students’. The tutor felt that whilst some of the adult students were tolerant others ‘are definitely not very happy about it.’ (Maths tutor, N8). However the vice principals of two Colleges, where in some classes the 14-15 year olds were integrated into other age classes, spoke of the benefits of this. One vice-principal spoke of a scheme which the College had been involved with for several years where to come on it youngsters had to have been permanently excluded from a school:

To come on it you have had to be thrown out of at least four schools! In an environment here where they may be working alongside someone twice their age they may behave differently. (Vice-Principal, S1)

However, the increasing numbers of 14-16 year olds that Colleges are being asked to work with was a concern expressed by several vice-principals and some heads of department. The vice-principal at College N2 also felt that their scheme for youngsters excluded from school was beneficial to the youngsters and did help them to progress into further College courses post 16. However, as a large city College the potential numbers were enormous and the College had now set a ceiling of 120 such placements a year.

There has also been an increasing pressure on Colleges to develop partnerships with schools to develop the 14-19 vocational curriculum. Whilst not against this in principle, some staff spoke of practical difficulties:

· Many FE staff have had no experience or training to work with such youngsters.

· Different rules apply for youngsters of compulsory school age e.g. parental permission when they go on  ‘off site’ visits.

The youngsters who come to do vocational subjects expect to do practical work as well as theory. The ratio of schools to Colleges in a large city is such that there is insufficient workshop space available. A head of hairdressing explained that they had this problem. She also pointed out that there were special problems in her subject in providing the practical parts of the course:

We do a different course with them (14-16 vocational school pupils) -  ‘NCFE Introduction to Professional Practice’. The theory part is OK but the youngsters think they are going to learn hairdressing as well, but you can’t let them loose on real people. In IT you can just bin what they do or let them take it home – you can’t do that with a haircut! The 14-19 agenda wants more youngsters to start on vocational courses earlier and more schools are approaching us, but there is a limit on how many we could cope with.  At the moment what we do seems to be working but we can’t take a whole lot more. If all of the schools want 14-16 year olds to come we just don’t have the facilities. (Head of hairdressing, N2)

Pedagogy

Most staff in the Colleges said that prior to being approached about our research they had not consciously thought about the fact that they were teaching mixed age learning groups. This had not been raised in teacher training or on subsequent training courses. Nor was pedagogy for mixed age learning discussed in department meetings or with colleagues. Where there had been discussion this focussed on what  type of groups it was thought certain categories of students might prefer, e.g. if there was a minority of mature students applying for a subject maybe trying to put them all in the same group. Only in the very few courses where there were real problems had there been discussion such as on the childcare course at N3. Even here this had been about sometimes working with the older and younger students separately rather than teaching them as a ‘mixed age learning group’. 

Many tutors and senior staff talked of meeting the individual needs of all of the students. The vice-principal of S2 explained:

Emphasis is now on knowing your group - what their backgrounds are, what their learning styles are, individual targets. It’s not different from a good junior school teacher really. It’s those skills that we’re bringing into FE. Traditionally they weren’t there. Now it’s teaching the students and the subject almost comes from that rather than the other way round. 

Staff felt that this applied equally well to same age and mixed age learning groups. Some of the tutors who had said in their interviews that they did not specifically plan for mixed age and treated all of the students equally were seen in the observation sessions to cater very effectively for the differing needs of different students. An English tutor at College N2 said that she treated all of the students ‘equally’, but recognised that ‘equal does not mean ‘the same’. When an older student arrived late and said he was sorry the tutor quickly updated him on the part of the lesson he had missed. When a sixteen year old arrived late she asked him if he had a pen and checked that he had the text they were working on. He had neither and she quickly supplied them without telling him off. The observation revealed that for this tutor ‘equally’ meant meeting their needs and treating them with respect.

Specifically helping students of different ages to get to know each other was seen as important by some (but not all of the tutors.) A few staff recognised that this should be done at appropriate times i.e. not forced on people on the first day. It should also be linked to appropriate learning experiences e.g. different ideas for a debate in English.

Some staff felt it was important to help students of different ages understand things which might seem ‘unfair’.

It does need sensible, diplomatic handling – I wouldn’t deliberately mix the ages into groups on the first day. I would use induction to help people feel at ease with each other and then gradually put people into mixed groups on appropriate occasions……… The older students often work harder and sometimes at first can’t understand why they and the youngster can seem to achieve the same thing. We have to explain that NVQ is about meeting a standard and ‘competency’. We work hard to explain such things and that helps to make it work. (Head of  hairdressing, N2)

On full-time courses a few tutors saw learning to work together as a part of the course, something that students would need when for that vocational area of work:

If you just look at the group mix, the older students brought a different perspective and depth, I felt. And the 16 year-olds found it quite challenging to begin with because most of the adults had also some additional problem - it wasn’t just the age that created a barrier. Perhaps it was that they weren’t perceived as cool or entirely normal students. But through the year - I work with circle time - my whole ethos is that if students can’t care for themselves through the group, they might as well forget about caring for more vulnerable people in the community. So we work through circle time and every year there were issues. Sometimes the younger ones thought the older ones got more attention than they did and that smacked of favouritism and we’d have to work though those issues. (Childcare tutor, S1) 

Problems identified by staff included:

· Induction -  one College department introduced a joint induction week for students on its daytime courses. This was really planned to meet the needs of the new students coming straight from school. The adults disliked the way it was presented, felt that much of the information was irrelevant to them and that they were in a tiny minority in a very large group.

· Timetabling – The vice-principal of one College thought that youngsters studied best with a subject divided into ‘small chunks spread across the week’ whereas older students preferred to come in for one long session. She felt that this resulted in less mixed age learning groups. However, another College opted for only the longer sessions, but staff were expected to vary the activities within them. A head of department there was concerned that the pressure to develop stronger partnerships with schools might force them to provide courses to suit school timetables i.e. more frequent, shorter sessions.  Timetabling which allowed the older students in a class to work a shorter day also sometimes caused problems. The students on the childcare course at N3  strongly resented this:

It just seems like we’ve got a bigger workload than them, even though it’s the same course. (Young learner, childcare, N3) 

However, the head of hairdressing department defused this antagonism by carefully explaining why the older students were allowed to do some of their work at home. (She also specifically planned ways to help the young and older students mix and understand each other.)  

As was mentioned in earlier sections some staff identified problems for the mature students if youngsters misbehaved etc. 

No evidence was found of any advice or training being given to staff specifically related to teaching mixed-age groups. However, some staff reported that the issue could be touched on in training on ‘behaviour management’, ‘individualised learning’ or ‘teaching diverse groups’. Staff said that these  were increasingly being offered in their Colleges. Nobody however, could think of any actual examples of teaching mixed age groups within any courses. 

Several members of staff thought some specific training would be useful. For example, the childcare course tutor at N3, where there were difficulties with the mixed age learning group, tried to explain what she wanted. 

Maybe just how to get them integrated rather than, as I say, 1-2-1-2, or ‘You go in that group’ and forcing them into a situation that they’re not happy with. You see that’s the thing. It’s OK saying, ‘Well you should engineer it’, but you’re forcing them into a situation that they’re not going to be happy with anyway and I’m sure that’s going to have an effect on their learning, isn’t it? So, knowing what to do for the best. Do you just leave them how they are, teach them and hopefully they are learning something, in an environment they’re happy with, rather than being with ….  I’ve talked to my advanced practitioner who was the course leader beforehand, and she was saying that maybe we might think about separating them and not having them together. (Childcare tutor, N3)

Other tutors who had had fewer problems with mixed-age groups also felt that specific training would be helpful:

[Training would be useful] because I have picked up most of what know from experience and I could not consciously tell you in any detail what I do or why I do it. It would be nice to have the opportunity to assess how what I do that works, works and why what I do that doesn’t work, doesn’t work. We’re just groping around in the dark for a successful formula and it’s a best guess. It’s successful up to a point but after that it’s virtually impossible to do. (Psychology tutor, S2)

4.5.2. Do students prefer particular kinds of age mix?

Despite some initial concerns about learning with students of a different age, the students generally seem to like it or have accepted it. When asked in the questionnaire, what age mix they preferred 45% preferred mixed age, (45% expressed ‘no preference’ and only 10% said that they would prefer same age learning groups). 

When asked explicitly whether they would recommend that their College move towards age-segregation of learning groups, almost all the students thought that this would be a bad idea. 85% of the student questionnaires supported mixed age learning groups. (The exceptions were the whole of the childcare group at N3, and approximately 25% in travel and tourism and computing at S1, psychology at S2, brickwork at S3 and GCSE English at N2.)

The interviews too showed that many of the students were positively in favour of mixed age learning groups as this extract from young students on a photography course at S2 illustrates. They were talking about being in a group with older learners. 

Student A - I think it actually brings more to it, having an age mix. It’s not so mixed that there’s no one who can get on with someone else. I mean there are little groups and stuff but not too much. You and Sarah get on really well, and she’s 28!

Student B - I think it’s good because if you’re at school and you’re all the same age, you stay like younger, but when you are with older people it prepares you for like getting out there and…. like at work and stuff you are with older people and it makes it easier to talk to them.

However, by contrast, the interview with the ‘young’ childcare students at N3 reflected their negative views about their mixed age class. 

Interviewer: If you were running this place do you think you would put young

 people and older ones in separate classes or mix them in together? 

-Separate them’  

-I mean it’s only cos of experiences we’ve had in here, isn’t it?  There could be groups that get on really well.  

-I think it’s really a clash of personalities, isn’t it?

-They take it too seriously whereas we can relax and know what’s expected, but they take everything too serious.  

The older students from this same childcare class in their interviews also reflected their dissatisfaction with the mixed age learning:

I’m loud too, but a lot of them on our course are loud and they just don’t seem – there’s no respect at all. It’s not only us, it’s towards the tutors as well, feet on tables, earphones in listening to music…. They get bored so quickly in the lesson, half an hour and they’re wanting to be off and ….. even now, there’s such a lack of respect from a lot of them towards certain tutors.

This student commented that she had been on a course with young students before and that had not been a problem.

They weren’t as young as some of these, but they were younger than me. We got on alright.   

Indeed it did seem that it was the mixed age classes which were full-time and where the youngsters were straight from school that were most likely to have problems, particularly if there were other factors involved – (this childcare class had started as two separate groups which were combined when the numbers fell, plus the tutor was fairly inexperienced). However, this course was the exception and not the norm.

Nevertheless, although the majority of the students liked or were ambivalent to mixed age learning groups, in some (but not all) of the groups that were observed, there were clear social divisions by age. Even in groups in which both older and younger students were very enthusiastic about the advantages of age-mixing (e.g. College S2 administrative procedure course), there were divisions by age in terms of the students’ seating arrangements and who they socialised with during breaks. 

4.6 To what extent is age mix controlled or controllable, and by whom?

4.6.1. Evidence from the selected learning groups

In none of the observations was there any evidence of students being grouped by age for any particular activities. Nevertheless, the interviews revealed that in some departments groups were planned to try to enable older learners to study in the same groups (for mutual support). Furthermore, as noted above (section 4.5.1), in three Colleges action had been taken to segregate the 14-15 year-olds from other students.

The tutor interviews revealed that some did not try to engineer age mixing within their learning groups. In some cases this was because the tutors felt that the students already mixed by age e.g. AVCE business, N3 (this was also seen in the observation). Other tutors seemed not to have even considered the idea ‘I never try to manage where they sit.’ (Engineering tutor, N3). Others did try to mix the students for some activities, but regarded other factors - ability and sometimes gender and/or race - as more important than age. One tutor did believe that mixing by age for some activities would be beneficial but no longer tried to implement it as he found students did not like it:

I learnt a long time ago that if you tried to tell adults, even young adults, you will go in that group, you are telling them what to do……... If you tell them you are (act like) a teacher and it reminds them of school. … So I personally wouldn’t do that (manage groups) but other tutors would. There are great benefits to mixing but you don’t want to make it unpleasant – they have done an eight hour day so you don’t want to upset someone.  At one time I would have grouped mixed age but you learn from experience. (Accountancy tutor, N2)

However, an almost equal number of tutors said that they did deliberately facilitate some mixed age activities within their classes. The reasons included:

· the older ones could pass on knowledge to the younger ones; 

· young and older students gain a wider range of views; 

· improve personal skills.

The tutor on the childcare course where the students mixed well explained: 

Sometimes I split the mature students up, not always. To some extent I do this so they can give the benefit of their knowledge and confidence to the other students. (Childcare tutor, N2). 

In the two childcare groups in which the younger and older students did not get on well (in N3 and S1), tutors split the classes into age-related groups for some work.

4.6.2. Influences on age mix

The key reason for Colleges  placing learners of different ages in the same learning group is economic (i.e. not enough students in both age groups to form two viable learning groups).

Staff in the six Colleges identified various external pressures that, they believed, were affecting the age mix of learning groups. These included:

· Pressure to work more closely with schools to provide local area provision for 16-19s (and, in some areas, for 14-19s). The impact was greater in some subject areas (such as construction) than others.

· Curriculum 2000.  The effects of this varied across the sample.  For example, the vice-principal of N8 thought that splitting the A Level into AS and A2 had made it less attractive to mature students who usually want to do the A Level in one year.  In contrast, College S1 claimed Curriculum 2000 had facilitated age mixing.  As a result of the curriculum changes, it had adopted a more flexible timetable to make it easier for students to combine academic and vocational subjects.  It was thought that this would lead to more age-mixing.

· Greater provision of access courses.  It was felt by some members of staff that this  had reduced the number of mature students (and thus the age mix) on A Level courses. 

· The nature of the local market.  For example, the vice-principal of S2 said that their age-related ‘branding’ (sixth form centre, separate prospectuses, separate social spaces etc.) was driven by this. The vice-principal of N8 also mentioned the branding policy but stated that it was only our research which had made her think of the effect this might have on the age composition of learning groups. She sounded surprised when she said:

Maybe it is our branding policy which is making us design  different curricula for 16-19, HE and adults, more and more. (Vice-Principal, N8)

· Funding mechanisms. One vice-principal thought that the different funding for 16-19 students and for adults discouraged College managers to plan for age mixing:

It causes you to plan differently, which I suppose is why we don’t focus on brining ages together because it can be quite difficult from a funding point of view to do that. (Vice-Principal, S2)

Some members of staff (S2 and N3) felt that the 14-19 age group was given more of the College’s attention due to the funding available for this age group:

At the beginning of the year, if we’ve got particularly low numbers, then they have to consider whether they should abandon the courses, or if they were viable to run, but the instruction was ‘If you have any 16-19 year-olds in that group you’re not allowed to fold the course’. It was an instruction at one of our department meetings. I thought, ‘I’m so glad that I’ve got my two school leavers in that group…..we’ve had a very high profile guidance and direction on the 16-19 year-olds and I’d like to see the same things happening [for]….the adult learners. (Tutor, N3)

· Local area OFSTED report.  The vice-principal of N2 felt that the College was being pushed towards 16-19 provision as a result of a local area OFSTED report that emphasised the importance of increasing post-16 staying on rates.

· Focus of inspections.  Some staff believed that they were encouraged to view students in the two age categories (i.e. 16-19 and over-19) because data collection for OFSTED focuses on the 16-19s. 

College strategic level

It would appear that at the strategic level Colleges realise that there are learning groups with students of different ages, but that this arises from economic necessity and is not deliberately planned. Age difference is recognised and the College tries to meet the needs of the different age of student. However, the Colleges do not actually plan for mixed age learning groups and it would seem that until our research interviews had not even thought about it. 

We have not actively thought about mixed age. Indirectly through ‘brand’ we have had discussion but in terms of actual teaching and learning I don’t think we have had that debate. This (research) just makes you think about it, and why haven’t we, because actually it can be quite significant. You do think about it in terms of adults having different needs but not in terms of any mixing or the effects of that. Possibly it is because we don’t actually plan for it. Sometimes it happens but we don’t go out and say this is going to be a mixed age course. There are classes where it happens every year so we sort of plan for it but it is not something we actively think about. (Vice-Principal, N8)

Conclusions

This project sought to explore whether there are identifiable benefits or problems associated with age mixing in FE classes. It was not a comparative study, and no comment can be made on whether there are other kinds of benefits or disadvantages to age segregated teaching. The findings were powerful, and the views of staff, students and inspectors pointed consistently in the same direction, that there are substantial benefits to be gained from age mixing. There were some groups and individuals whose attitudes were more ambivalent, but we believe that these are more to do with the individual peculiarities of the particular group (their history, the skills of the teacher or the subject) than to age mixing in general.

4.6.3. Key Conclusions

1. Age mixing is common in FE Colleges, although usually on a minority/majority basis, and balanced groups are unusual. 

2. The extent of age mix varies by time of day, subject, part-time/full-time. Most evening groups have older majorities, full time day courses usually have the reverse.

3. If age mixing were to be stopped, many courses would cease to be economic, and some groups of students, probably mainly older learners, would be disadvantaged.

4. The large majority of current students, staff managers and inspectorate representatives believe that age mixing has positive effects, on student motivation, educational achievement, social development, and classroom management. 

5. 45% of students surveyed in mixed groups prefer a mix of ages in teaching groups, and only 10% would prefer age segregation.

6. Most staff find mixed age groups easier to teach, although not all teachers have appropriate group management skills.

7. Student age mix is not actively managed at college level, but is sometimes a factor in group composition at departmental level. 

8. Some subjects raise particular issues in relation to age mixing. 

9. Quantitative research into the extent and effects of age mix in Colleges is not possible because: 

a. the age mix of individual learning groups in FE Colleges changes over  time,

b. individual students experience different kinds of mix (and none) at different times,

c. systematic data on group composition is not collected centrally in Colleges.

We were not asked to compare mixed with non-mixed learning groups or institutions, and we cannot therefore comment on whether there are equally strong reasons for age segregation. However, it is self evident that the benefits of mixed age learning which were reported to us, cannot be available to students or staff in segregated institutions, and any decision to deliberately increase segregation should take account of these benefits.

4.6.4. The research questions: findings

How do people understand “age”?

· Staff were very aware of age differences, and drew distinctions between “young” and “mature”, but did not unprompted think about age mix. They tended to believe that other aspects of student diversity (e.g. life experiences, wanting to achieve, personality) are as important in terms of classroom management.     

· While students and staff found it easy to talk about age as a dimension of the student experience, they did not always use the term in the same way (e.g. for some students and staff ‘young’ meant 16/17 as distinct from 17/18, while for others it meant under 25).

· Age was often understood in terms of life/work experience rather than chronological age. Maturity was sometimes treated as a factor in admitting students to a particular level of programme (e.g. mature students being admitted direct to level 3, despite lacking level 2 prior qualifications).

· Staff and students recognised that a ‘mixed age’ group can be made up in a variety of different ways. However, it was groups that included 16-17 year-olds (and sometimes 14-15 year-olds) which tended to dominate discussion in interviews, and these were the groups where classroom management issues were felt to be most problematic. 

How extensive is age mixing in FE Colleges?

· The overall picture is very unclear. National and local MIS data is not easy to access or interpret, and some elements are not consistently collected. Furthermore, the balance in particular groups changes over time, and over a typical week, individual students are normally members of a variety of groups containing different mixes. 

· The degree of age mixing varies by subject, day/evening attendance, and between vocational/academic subjects. In general evening and part-time classes have mature majorities, and full-time day classes have young ones. We did not examine basic education, but suspect that the issues here might be very distinct.

· It is unclear whether age mixing is becoming more or less common. Some staff believed it was changing, but there was no agreement about in which direction, and it seems likely that it varies between subjects or occupational areas. Hard data does not exist. Reasons suggested for possible changes included mature students switching from A Level to Access, the introduction of Curriculum 2000 and local unemployment rates (at a time of full employment there are few adults available to study in the daytime).

· The existence of two inspectorates, and the way in which they report, makes it unlikely that they will observe and report on age mixing. This potential source of data is therefore not available, although when interviewed, inspectors did have views on the issue (strongly in favour of mixing)

Does age mixing affect educational outcomes?

· A substantial majority of staff and students believed that behaviour and motivation were improved when groups were mixed, and that this improves educational outcomes, although no quantitative data exists to confirm the latter belief. 

· Younger students were believed to benefit more than the older ones. Younger students benefited from the role models set by older students, from their generic life experience (young people learn to be adults) and/or the specific experience (vocational skills and expertise) that they brought to mixed groups.

· The benefits to older students were less clear cut. Some respondents believed that older students also benefited – from the recently developed study skills and more specific academic skills brought by younger students, but in general, the benefits to older students were thought to be in having access to programmes which would be uneconomic on an age segregated basis, and would thus simply not exist.

· It is not possible to produce quantitative empirical data on the correlation between age mix and examination performance. To do so would require the assumption that for each student the pattern of age mixing is consistent across teaching groups, and that the mix in groups remains constant over time (neither of these is true). It would also require a longer time period than the present study.

· Some interviewees believed that age mixing worked better with higher level courses. Some felt that it was inappropriate or problematic in particular subject areas (e.g. older students holding back younger ones in one computing group) but such examples were rare.

Does age mixing affect learning relationships?

· Social and classroom mixing are distinct issues. Relationships between students across the age divide were almost universally positive in the classroom but, socially, students tended to segregate in age-related groups. This was not viewed as a problem by the students. (Some Colleges provide separate social spaces, either reserved for older students or as quiet social space open to all, which tends to be used by older students).

· The full-time/part-time distinction matters.  For full-time young students, College social interactions with other learners are important, as part of the process of growing up, and since they spend most of their week with the same broad learning group. For part-time students these relationships are less important.

· Classroom observations suggested that older students sometimes, but certainly not always, get more attention
.  This often seems to be the result of older students being more ready to give unprompted contributions to classes, and of tutors asking questions of them to ‘use’ the latter’s work experiences to illustrate points, rather than any tutor readiness to concentrate on older learners.

· Many staff believed they treat students differently according to age, but in general students thought that they were all treated the same. 

· Students in a minority tended to be quieter, but such students did not report feeling disadvantaged, and in observations they did not appear to receive less attention.

Does age mixing make programmes more attractive to students?

· There is little evidence that age mix is a significant factor in students’ choice of where to study. Although some senior managers thought that age mix is a factor in branding themselves, there was little evidence that the message is received by students. Far more important to students were the course itself and physical accessibility. The literature suggests that the relative status of the institution in the local market is also an important factor. However, some young students deliberately seek a more adult environment than school when they enrol (although they more often imagine this in terms of mixing with 19 year-olds than older people).

· Mature students were sometimes anxious about mix, and staff sometimes warn them about the age mix issue at enrolment. However mature students usually enrolled despite this because there was only one College accessible with the relevant course – and after an initial period they came to like it.

· Most students in mixed groups positively preferred a mixed teaching environment, or were neutral about it, and thought segregation would be a bad idea.  This was true for young students who usually had not considered the possibility that older students would be present until they arrived.

· We have no data on potential students who may have not applied because of age mixing.  However, one mature student stated that he had been discouraged from applying in previous years because of his concerns about the age mix. 

· There was little evidence of students withdrawing from groups because of the age mix.

Do staff prefer particular kinds of age mix?

· Staff overwhelmingly preferred mixed groups, and found them easier to teach and to motivate. (This was true even in groups where the students were more ambivalent). Staff particularly welcomed mixing if this avoided having groups exclusively of 16-17 year-olds. A very small number of teachers found age mixing problematic.

· Staff in general thought any degree of mixing was an improvement on single age groups.  However, a minority thought that a single mature student in the class might be a problem for the student, depending on the student’s personality. 

· Some staff saw their College’s purpose as focusing particularly on mature and excluded students, and as a result had negative views of 16-17 year-olds, who were felt to divert the College from its main mission (no similar views were expressed about mature students). Such staff were sometimes concerned that development of 14-19 provision would threaten the core mission of the College. Some Colleges which had tried integrating 14-19 found this problematic and had subsequently segregated the 14-16 year olds.

· There were no reports of specific attention to age mix either in initial teacher training or in-service programmes.  Where the issue was considered it was in the broader context of classroom management and student behaviour, and staff development to address such issues was reported to be expanding. However, it was evident that not all teachers have appropriate skills for handling mixed age groups, which may reflect the diverse mix of backgrounds from which FE teachers come (ex schoolteachers, ex professional craftspeople, direct entrants for FE teaching etc.). Some would welcome some guidance on how best to manage age difference.

To what extent is age mix controlled or controllable in Colleges?

· At College level none of our sample had sought to plan for or manage age mix, except in the creation of alternative social facilities. One College had explicitly considered age and decided to avoid age segregation on the grounds that its mission was to promote diversity. However, Colleges believed that there was a national policy steer towards age segregation, although their managers were unconvinced that this was desirable or appropriate.

· The key managerial reason for learners of different ages learning together is economic (i.e. not enough students in both age groups to form two viable learning groups).   However, the educational benefits were also seen as substantial.

· At department level there was evidence of planning to avoid placing a single student in a group of a different age, and sometimes to steer older students into more advanced classes, but there was little evidence of planning in any more detail. Typically courses are formed in order of enrolment, (which is conducted under considerable pressure of time and volume) without any deliberate group planning process.

· There are pressures which are making age an issue, including OFSTED collecting data only on 16-19 students, the 14-19 agenda, Curriculum 2000, and partnerships with schools (which constrain the timetable).

· Many Colleges had created “sixth form centres”, but there was no common view of what this term meant. Some had distinct accommodation (social and/or teaching), while in others the “centre” was primarily a marketing notion.

· Timetabling was a critical factor in mixing.  Mature students tended to prefer programming in large time blocks over short days (which fit around domestic, childcare and work commitments).  Some Colleges preferred a more fragmented timetable, with shorter sessions spread across a longer day. Where there are partnerships with schools the pressure to fragment, in order to harmonise with school timetabling was strong. 

Annexes

Annex 1: Research Team

The research was conducted jointly by two teams based at the University of Surrey and the University of Sheffield, and co-directed by Professor Stephen McNair and Professor Gareth Parry.

The work of the Surrey team was coordinated by Dr.Rachel Brooks as the lead fieldworker. The other team members were Angela Gallagher-Brett, Jean Godber, Jan Shepherd and Steve Woodfield.

The work of the Sheffield team was co-ordinated by Pam Cole, as the lead fieldworker. The other members of the research team were Dr Ann-Marie Bathmaker, Laura Davis, Margaret Lewis, Dr Colin McCaig, Louise Ritchie and Alec Thompson.

Annex 2: References

ALI and OFSTED (2003) College and Area-wide Inspections (HMI 1452) OFSTED Publications Centre.

BALES, S., EKLUND, S. and SIFFIN, C. (2000) Children’s Perceptions of Elders before and After a School-Based Intergenerational Program, Educational Gerontology, 26, 7, 677-689.

BALL, S., MAGUIRE, M. and MACRAE, S. (2000) Choices, Pathways and Transitions Post-16.  New youth, new economies in the global city London: RoutledgeFalmer.

BAXTER, A. and HATT, S. (1999) Old and young mature students: painting a fuller picture, Journal of Access and Credit Studies, 1, 2, 137-148.

BISHOP-CLARK, C. AND LYNCH, J. (1995) Faculty attitudes toward the mixed-age college classroom, Educational Gerontology, 21, 749-761.

BLOOMER, M. and HODKINSON, P. (1997) Moving into FE: the voice of the learner London, FEDA.

CANTWELL, R., ARCHER, J. and BOURKE, S. (2001) A comparison of the academic experiences and achievement of university students entering by traditional and non-traditional means, Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education, 26, 3, 221-234.

CARLTON, S. and SOULSBY, J. (1999) Learning to grow older and bolder.  A policy discussion paper on learning in later life  Leicester, NIACE.

CARLTON, S. AND SOULSBY, J. (1999) Learning to grow older and bolder.  A policy discussion paper on learning in later life  Leicester, NIACE.

DARKENWALD, G. and NOVAK, R. (1997) Classroom age composition and academic achievement in college, Adult Education Quarterly, 47, 2, 108-116.

DEPARTMENT FOR EDUCATION AND SKILLS (2002a) Success for All: Reforming Further Education and Training, London, DfES
DEPARTMENT FOR EDUCATION AND SKILLS (2002b) 14-19: extending opportunities, raising standards
ELDER, G. (1967) Age integration and socialisation in an educational setting’, Harvard Educational Review, 37, 594-619.

ELLIS, S. AND GRANVILLE, G. (1999) Intergenerational Solidarity: bridging the gap through mentoring programmes, Mentoring and Training, 7, 3, 181-194.

FIELD, J. (1988) Does homogeneity mean quality in higher education? A study of younger undergraduates’ perceptions of mature students, Journal of Access Studies, 3, 2, 38-47.

FOSKETT, N. and HEMSLEY-BROWN, J. (2001) Choosing Futures London, RoutledgeFalmer.

GASKELL, T. (1999) Motivation, process and participation: the effect of context, Education and Ageing, 14, 3, 261-275.

GRANVILLE, G. (2002) A Review of Intergenerational Practice in the UK Stoke-on-Trent, Centre for Intergenerational Practice, The Beth Johnson Foundation

GRANVILLE, G. AND ELLIS, S. (1999) Developing theory into practice: researching intergenerational exchange, Education and Ageing, 14, 3, 231-248.

HALLAM, S. (2002) Ability Grouping in Schools London, Institute of Education.

HELMSLEY BROWN, J. (1999) College Choice: perceptions and priorities, Educational Management and Administration, 27, 1, 85-98.

HMSO (2003) 21st Century Skills: Realising our Potential, individuals, employers, nation, London, HMSO 

HOSKINS, S., NEWSTEAD, S. and DENNIS, I. (1997) Degree performance as a function of age, gender, prior qualifications and discipline studied, Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education, 22, 3, 317-328.

KEYS, W. and MAYCHELL, K. with EVANS, C., BROOKS, R., LEE, B. and PATHAK, S. (1998) Staying On. A study of young people’s decisions about school sixth forms, sixth-form colleges and colleges of further education Slough, NFER.

LEARNING AND SKILLS COUNCIL (2003) Strategic Area Reviews: arrangements and Guidance Coventry Circular 03/06

LUCAS, N. (2000) Hopes, contradictions and challenges: lifelong learning and the further education sector, in: Hodgson, A. (Ed) Policies, Politics and the Future of Lifelong Learning, London, Kogan Page.

MACE, J. (1998) Older Learners and Higher Education. The experience at South Bank University. Centre for Continuing Education and Development, South Bank University.

MERRILL, B. (1999) Gender, Change and Identity: mature women students in universities  Aldershot, Ashgate.

MORRIS, A., DAVIES, P. AND BROMLEY, R. (1999) Sixth form centres in FE colleges: a report for the DfEE FEDA.

O’CONNOR, M. (1993) Generation to generation. Linking schools with older people London, Cassell.

PAYNE, J. (2003) Choice at the end of compulsory schooling: a research review (Research Report RR414) London, DfES.

PRESTON, J. AND HAMMOND, C. (2002) The Wider Benefits of Further Education: Practitioner Views Wider Benefits of Learning Research Report 1, Centre for Research on the Wider Benefits of Learning.

PRESTON, J. and HAMMOND, C. (2003) Practitioner Views on the Wider Benefits of Further Education, Journal of Further and Higher Education, 27, 2, 211-222.

SUMMERS, J. (forthcoming) Schools are for adults too: schools, adults and communities in the Learning Age Leicester, NIACE.

TRUEMAN, M. and HARTLEY, J. (1996) A comparison between the time-management skills and academic performance of mature and traditional-entry university students, Higher Education, 32, 199-215.

WAKEFORD, N. (1994) Becoming a mature student: the social risks of identification, Journal of Access Studies, 9, 241-256.

WALKER, J.M. and WICENSKI, J.L. (1998) Adults in Prime Time: the intergenerational classroom, Journal for Vocational Special Needs Education, 20, 3, 28-31.

WITHNALL, A. (2002) Personal correspondence about unpublished research project.

Annex 3: Themes from the Literature Review 

A review of relevant bodies of literature was conducted as part of the scoping study and during Phases 1 and 2 of the research project. In this Annex, the main themes from this literature are briefly discussed. First, the extent to which young people are aware of and/or attracted by the possibility of mixed-age learning in FE colleges is considered. Second, the impact of mixed-age learning on students’ educational outcomes and social interactions is discussed, in addition to some of the arguments for segregating by age in the FE sector. Finally, studies that have addressed mixed-age learning in the higher education and compulsory sectors are explored.

Choosing to study at a further education institution

There are now a considerable number of studies that have explored the post-16 choices of young people.  Most suggest that specific choices about which courses to take and where to study are made later than the decision about whether or not to stay on in post-16 education (Payne, 2003). Surveys that have investigated the reasons why young people choose particular institutions have found that course availability, ease of travel and dislike of school are some of the most important reasons for choosing FE colleges over school sixth-forms (Foskett and Hemsley-Brown, 2001; Keys and Maychell, 1999; Payne, 2003). However, other studies – generally those that have used qualitative methods – have suggested that young people’s decisions about their post-16 institution are patterned by their family background, culture and life-history (for example: Ball et al., 2000; Hemsley-Brown, 1999). Indeed, Ball et al. claim that ‘choosing a college is in some respects about choosing a way of representing yourself’ (p.30). 

Amongst those who do go on to study at FE colleges at the age of 16/17, studies have suggested that the more adult atmosphere of such institutions is very appealing. Fifty-two per cent of the young people involved in Keys and Maychell’s (1998) research were attracted by what they perceived to be the more adult environment in which to study. Indeed, this was the second most widely-cited reason for going on to FE amongst these respondents. Similar findings have emerged from qualitative studies. For example, many of the young people interviewed by Bloomer and Hodkinson (1997) assumed that FE was going to offer a more adult environment, with less formality, than they had been used to at school. However, beyond this general impression, most respondents ‘had only the vaguest notion of what FE was going to be like’ (p.15). As Bloomer and Hodkinson note, young peoples’ sources of information about FE were limited. Although they had been to open days and seen official prospectuses, they rarely gained any information about how subjects were taught or the likely composition of their learning groups until they entered FE. In these circumstances it seems unlikely that the possibility of mixed-age learning would have any influence on post-16 decisions – apart from the general attraction of a ‘more adult environment’.
Mixed-age learning within further education colleges

Impact on educational outcomes

One of the key research questions that underpinned this study was the impact of mixed-age learning on educational outcomes. However, the literature revealed that learning interactions between young people and adults in mixed-age classes in FE had received very little attention. Indeed, only two studies were found which directly addressed the topic: one of a mixed-age ‘continuation school’ in California (Elder, 1967) and another of mixed-age classes within a community college, also in the US (Darkenwald and Novak, 1997).  Both studies concluded that a common student background may be a key factor in successful mixed-age classrooms and that classes containing academically successful traditional age students and adult returners may have a smaller impact than classes with less successful traditional age students and adult returners. The research also suggested that the presence of adults over 30 had a more pronounced effect on overall classroom attainment than that of adults aged 24-29.

In addition to the academic literature, inspection reports from OFSTED, the Adult Learning Inspectorate and the Further Educational Funding Council were reviewed. These indicated that the extent of age-mixing in colleges and the impact of any mixed-age learning groups on the performance of students has not been a priority for inspectors in any of the three organisations. In part, this may be explained by the focus of the different inspectorates on different age groups. While some inspection reports do contain quantitative data about the relative attainment of different age groups (for example, ALI and OFSTED, 2003), it is not related to the composition of learning groups, thus making it impossible to explore the impact of mixed-age teaching on levels of performance. Moreover, when age-specific data are presented, only two age bands are used: 16-19 and post-19. This clearly does not capture differences that may be expected between, for example, young people in their teens and adults over the age of 30. In common with the review of academic studies, it suggests that issues related to age-mixing within the FE sector have been largely neglected, and that the wider literature has little to say about the impact of mixed-age learning on educational outcomes. 

Social benefits of mixed-age learning

Research has, however, suggested that there may be important social benefits to students studying in mixed-age learning groups within FE colleges. Preston and Hammond (2002, 2003) outline the views of FE practitioners about what they perceive to be the non-economic benefits of studying within the sector. They argue that FE staff see social integration to be an important wider benefit. Indeed, they assert that FE appears to be effective in developing social networks and bridging differences between individuals of different ages – promoting both tolerance and active citizenship. This claim is based upon responses from FE staff that ‘described college as a “social focus” where people from all walks of life and from a variety of backgrounds meet’ (2002, p.25), and practitioners’ views about the value of interactions between students. The research suggests that it is these interactions between students of different backgrounds that are seen by staff as key to generating non-economic benefits: ‘interactions between students of different ethnic backgrounds, cultures and creeds, of different ages and stages in life, of different occupations and backgrounds were seen to have particular value’ (ibid., p.29). While these findings are obviously based solely on the views of members of staff in FE colleges and may not be corroborated by evidence from students (a point recognised by the reports’ authors), they do provide some empirical evidence to support a number of the claims made by proponents of intergenerational learning about the social benefits to participants (Granville, 2002).

Support for segregation of age groups

In contrast to the implicit support for age-mixing from the FE practitioners, within the literature there are a number of calls for greater segregation of age groups – from those arguing for a clearer separation between the provision of education for young people and for adults (Lucas, 2000) to those who advocate an increase in the number of tailor-made programmes for older adults to encourage this age group to participate more fully in further education (Carlton and Soulsby, 1999; Gaskell, 1999). One such trend towards segregation on the basis of age, the establishment of the sixth form centre within general FE colleges, is the focus of an empirical study conducted by FEDA (Morris et al., 1999). Using qualitative data from fifteen colleges that had established separate sixth-form centres, the research explored (amongst other things) the reasons for the growth in sixth-form centres, the key characteristics of such centres, and the perceived advantages and disadvantages of this form of 16-19 provision.

The sixth-form centre (SFC) provides a good example of how some FE colleges are seeking to control the extent of age-mixing for particular groups of students and on particular courses. A minority of the centres surveyed by FEDA were formed as part of a planned tertiary reorganisation. The majority, however, were created as a direct result of competitive pressures within the post-16 market. It is clear from the FE managers’ comments, reported in the research, that moves towards age segregation have also been underpinned by a belief that 16-19 year-olds have different learning needs from older students. The report notes that ‘The SFCs aim to provide a safe and secure environment in which dependent school leavers will be able to grow into independent “adult” students’ (p.13) and that: ‘the students are in a friendly, “family” environment where they will be known, supervised and cared for’ (ibid.).  Evidence from the colleges involved in this research suggests that the SFCs are attractive to the target group of 16-19 year olds – indeed, most institutions reported improvements in both recruitment and retention of this age group – and that the establishment of a centre had had no adverse effects on patterns of recruitment and retention in other parts of the college. Nevertheless, it is possible that there may be significant numbers of 16-19 year-olds who are attracted to FE colleges precisely because of the more adult environment and opportunity to mix with older students. This is recognised in the report, with its acknowledgement that ‘overall, the organisational arrangements in a community need to allow for both tendencies in order to maximise provision’ (p.28). The feasibility of such diversity of provision in some areas of the country is not, however, discussed.

The FEDA research also pays attention to the impact of SFCs on the educational outcomes of students. The authors conclude that there is some evidence to suggest that the sample of colleges with SFCs had performed better than might have been expected, in terms of both the average A Level point score per student and acceptance rates for higher education. However, they argue that these findings are far from conclusive and note a number of limitations to the statistical data on which comparisons were made. Importantly, they also acknowledge the difficulty of determining the extent to which the SFCs have ‘added value’ to this group of young people: ‘we cannot distinguish the extent to which students who have been attracted by SFCs and who, before their establishment, might have gone to school sixth form or sixth form college, have benefited or otherwise as a result’ (p.27).

Mixed-age learning in other educational sectors

Higher education institutions

It is possible that issues relating to the interactions between students of different ages within higher education may have some relevance to the current study – although the number of young people in the 16-19 age bracket in universities is likely to be very small.  Over recent years, a number of empirical studies have addressed the issues of mixed-age learning in HE, possibly motivated by the political imperative to widen participation.  Although some have explored differences in academic performance by age (Baxter and Hatt, 1999; Cantwell et al., 2001; Hoskins et al., 1997; Trueman and Hartley, 1996), others have looked more specifically at the age composition of learning groups and the impact of this on learning relationships. For example, Merrill’s (1999) qualitative study of the experiences of mature students revealed that while there was little social interaction between mature students and their traditional-age counterparts outside of the learning group, experiences within it were largely positive for both groups.  Indeed, mature students believed that mixed-age learning groups enabled the ‘cross-fertilisation of ideas and perspectives and facilitated a learning process’ (p.138) and only a small minority preferred to be in all-adult groups (citing reasons such as the immaturity of younger students and the difficulty of communicating with them). Similarly, Mace’s (1998) small-scale study of mature students at a university in London reported generally positive experiences of mixed-age interactions. Although the older students in her sample were initially apprehensive of learning alongside younger students, their fears proved unfounded and, for many, coming to realise that they were on an ‘equal footing with the younger students’ – and sometimes at an advantage – had a powerful and positive impact on their learning.

It appears that these views of mixed-age learning may well be shared by younger undergraduates. Field’s (1988) research revealed that traditional-age students valued the recruitment of mature students to degree programmes. In particular, the younger students felt they benefited from the mature students’ attitude to learning, their prior knowledge of the subject matter and the informal support they offered them outside the classroom. Indeed, Field claims that:

younger undergraduates, on the whole, perceive more gains than losses in a mixed-age intake.  As in schools, there are tensions between the differing demands and behavioural characteristics of the two groups, particularly when mature students are numerically dominant, but these are at present more than counterbalanced by other factors. The benefits to younger undergraduates are both formal and informal; and they are reinforced by a belief in equality of educational opportunity and occasionally a commitment to lifelong learning…(p.46)

Other studies have, however, highlighted some of the potential problems with mixed-age learning in HE. Wakeford (1994) explored the academic and social discomfort experienced by some mature students at the distinctions both students and lecturers frequently drew between different forms of student identity (for example, contrasting ‘mature’ students with ‘proper’ students). She outlined how, for some students, there were particular social risks attached to being identified within the HE institution as ‘mature’ ‘and thus stigmatised as different, over-keen on study and therefore alienated from the young students’ (p.250). Indeed, she notes that some even went as far as adjusting their bodily appearance in an attempt to feel less out of place.

Research has also addressed the perspectives of HE staff who teach in mixed-age classrooms. Most respondents in Bishop-Clark and Lynch’s (1995) American study were very positive about teaching in a mixed-age classroom, believing that it was often more challenging and stimulating than working with single-age groups. (Few, however, reported having made any adjustments to their teaching methods.) The majority of those interviewed felt that relationships between teacher and learner often varied by age; many commented that older students were much more likely than younger learners to treat them as a friend. Although most added that this had no impact on the way they responded to students, Bishop-Clark and Lynch surmise:

Because faculty do perceive a difference in the way students treat them, younger students may make incorrect assumptions about the relationships between adult students and faculty. For instance, they may perceive that this friendliness translates into favouritism for adult students.  Such a perception may exacerbate the tendency for younger students to distance themselves from the non-traditional students. (p.759)

Differences between the behaviour of young and older students were also outlined by some of the teaching staff who were interviewed. In general, younger students were perceived less favourably than their older counterparts, leading the authors to comment: 

it is important to ensure that the presence of the adult learner does not cause faculty members to exaggerate the negative behaviour of the younger students. This potential difficulty is unique to the mixed-age classroom. The positive attributes older learners bring to class…should not cause us to denigrate younger students. (p.760)

Research in the UK has highlighted inter-departmental differences in the attitudes held by staff about learners of different ages. Withnall (2002), for example, reports that age mix was perceived much more positively by staff in subject areas where there was a large practical element than in more discursive areas of social science where mature students were often felt to dominate discussions.

Schools

Much of the literature on intergenerational education and mixed-age environments relates specifically to initiatives within compulsory schooling. Indeed, mixed-age learning or ‘vertical grouping’ has been common in small primary schools as a means of establishing viable teaching groups. However, other mixed-age groups have been formed in an attempt to replicate ‘family-like’ social structures, where a group of pupils are taught by the same teacher for several years. As Hallam (2002) outlines, there are various purported benefits to this arrangement. These include: the opportunity to form relationships with a wide variety of children; the opportunity for younger pupils to observe and emulate the behaviours of older pupils and for older pupils to take responsibility for younger pupils; and the intellectual stimulation to children of all ages from being in the same class as others at different levels of cognitive development. However, the research evidence on the effectiveness of such groupings is rather contradictory. As Hallam notes, there is some evidence from the US that it can be successful. Nevertheless, British studies have generally indicated that mixed-age groups within compulsory schooling have no particular effect on academic achievement nor on pupils’ personal and social development. Moreover, teachers’ views of such groups tend to be negative (believing, for example, that classroom management is harder and there is less opportunity for oral instruction in mixed-age classes).

A large proportion of the literature on mixed-age learning within the compulsory sector is concerned with mentoring programmes rather than adults and young people learning together (for example: Bales et al., 2000; Ellis and Granville, 1999; O’Connor, 1993). However, it is possible that some of the social benefits reported by many of these studies, such as greater social inclusion (Granville and Ellis, 1999; Walker and Wicenski, 1998) and intergenerational solidarity (Bales et al., 2000; O’Connor, 1993), may be replicated within mixed-age FE learning groups. Equally, some of the ‘challenges’ to teaching adults and young people together in schools may also be experienced by practitioners within the FE sector. Indeed, Summers (2002) argues that we know little about the skills school teachers need to manage mixed-age groups effectively – a finding reflected in some of the research in the HE sector, discussed above (Bishop-Clark and Lynch, 1995; Withnall, 2002). Nevertheless, there are obvious differences between the participation of adults in schools (where they are likely to comprise only a very small proportion of the total student population) and in largely adult-dominated FE colleges, and this significantly limits the generalisability of findings from the compulsory sector.

Annex 4: Collecting quantitative data on age mixing

1. The Age Range of the FE student Population

Nationally the student age range in FE Colleges is wide, with only 20% of students under 19 and 54% of students over 30, as Table 1. illustrates.


Table 1. Student Age Distribution in FE

Age
% of all FE students in England

15 and Under
1%

16-18
19%

19-20
6%

21-24
8%

25-29
11%

30-44
31%

45-54
13%

55-64
6%

65 and over
4%

Unknown
1%



FEFC data supplied by LSDA (1999-2000)


Since this data is generated from the Individual Student Record  it is impossible to draw any conclusions about the constitution of teaching groups within institutions, and the main task of Phase 1 of the project was to create a map of age mixing in FE institutions, mainly through the generation of statistical data on individual colleges. The scoping study had established that the Individual Student Record could not provide data about learning groups, since it takes individual learners as its point of reference. While it was possible to produce an age profile for each qualification aim in each college, this data did not indicate whether students pursuing a common qualification aim were organised into one or more learning groups for this purpose.

It was therefore necessary to approach individual colleges themselves for baseline data on the number, distribution and composition of their learning groups. Informal discussions with colleges suggested that most would be able to produce relevant data in an electronic form, and it was agreed that the project team would consult with approximately 20 colleges from across two regions (London and the South East, and Yorkshire) chosen for their potential to have mixed-age learning groups (which was evident from the age mix of their total student populations).

The first aim was to examine the capacity of colleges to generate such data, and to assess the quality of this information as a basis for further statistical analysis and for selecting case study colleges in Phase 2. If the quality of this data was good enough, we would be able to use it to investigate associations between mixed-age learning groups and other factors, including retention and achievement, producing quantitative data on a reasonably large scale.

In the event the process proved much more problematic than anticipated, and we concluded that current management information systems cannot generate the kind of information required for this purpose, because management information systems do not typically identify learning groups, and even when it does the age mix of a group changes over time (as late students join and others drop out).

The strategy and approaches adopted

To identify a sample of approximately 20 colleges, details were extracted for all Colleges in the two regions from the FEFC database for the years 1999-2000. This data was then examined to identify Colleges with a clearly mixed student population. After some exploration it was decided to include  Colleges with more than 20% of students aged 30 and over and also with at least 15% of students aged 18 and under (a large number of Colleges have between 15-20% of students under 19). We sought to include some sixth form colleges, tertiary colleges and specialist colleges as well as large and small general further education colleges, and ensure a range of size of institution.

The resulting group of colleges is shown below. 

Table  2 – Mixed Age Colleges in the Research Regions


South East
Greater London
Yorks/Humb
Total

Total 
43
23
30
96

General FE
16
20
15
51

Sixth Form College
18
1
6
25

Tertiary College
4
2
5
11

Specialist College
5
0
4
9

Data provided by LSDA (1999-2000)

The specification and request for data

Initially it was hoped that the data required could be drawn from the MIS of the Colleges with minimal additional effort by College staff. To investigate how best to do this, the manager responsible for student records and information in one large College in Yorkshire was approached, and retained as a consultant to the project. As a former college lecturer he was able to combine an appreciation of course-related matters with an expertise in the management of college-based information systems. With his assistance, this college was then used as a pilot for planning the data collection process.

The college was asked to consider how it might generate data on individual student learning groups and, if this was judged feasible, how these groups might be described in terms of age and by three sets of variables relating to courses (programme area, level and mode), students (gender, ethnicity, disability and widening participation factor) and college sites. No attempt was made at this stage to include information on retention and achievement, since the value of engaging with these variables would depend on the character and quality of the data produced on learning groups. Using data based on its statistical return to the Individual Student Record, and using one of the optional institution-specified fields to record a course code, the college was able to produce listings of learning groups against each of these variables (except mode) and with the composition of these groups described in terms of age bands defined by the research team. Mode of study was difficult to obtain directly from the Individual Student Record because of the way learning hours were related to the qualification aim.

When reviewed and checked by the pilot college for its validity and reliability, confidence was expressed in the integrity of the majority of the learning groups identified in the data, but there were a number of significant problems. In some curriculum areas the learning group code related to the location of provision not to a group (as with UFI provision which was identified by the centre in which it took place). In others the level of the learning groups was not recorded (as with Open College provision). In some cases learning groups included students who were being taught together but for qualifications at different levels. 

On balance it was felt that a standard template for collecting data could be designed and that these problems could be overcome by discussion with individual College staff. This would minimise the workload for colleges and allow the research team to organise, augment and analyse the data in various ways. 

The data requested was for the 1999-2000 academic year, and covered gender, ethnicity, disability and widening participation, qualification reference, number of guided learning hours, and the programme area codes. At the same time, the colleges were asked if learning groups were identified by one or both of the optional fields (Q24 and Q25) provided in the Individual Student Record and, if not, to produce a linked file holding this information. 

The pursuit and receipt of data

In Yorkshire, an initial approach was made to 13 colleges and, of these, 10 agreed to participate. In London and the South East, 25 colleges were approached, by letter from the Project Director, followed up by phone calls. Seven refused on grounds of timing and workload (including restructuring or replacement of MIS systems), 1 small tertiary college said they had no mixed age groups, 2 refused with no reason given. In the event only 7 produced usable data, giving a total of 17 Colleges for the whole project. The collection of data from colleges was a much more protracted process than anticipated, and Colleges all underestimated the time required for the work.

The quality and analysis of data

Interpreting the data proved a good deal more difficult than anticipated. Colleges did not use the relevant fields of the ISR in the same way, and in many cases the data suggested learning groups which were impossible large (in hundreds) or improbably small.  Project staff spent considerable time with College staff checking the meaning of such data, and found frequently that the information staff in Colleges could not explain it without further consultation with Departments or individual staff. In the end, College staff generally agreed that about 70% of the returns related to things which could properly be regarded as “learning groups”, but that a more accurate picture could be obtained only by examining individual paper registers, a task which Colleges would not have been willing to undertake.

Table 3. indicates the scale of the problem. It shows the numbers of “learning groups” identified by the MIS for five Colleges. Although the Colleges vary in size, the range of programmes per college (from 590 to 6621) cannot reflect a measurement of the same kind of activity. It is likely that the large number of groups of fewer than 3 students are in fact individual learners enrolled on open learning options. The largest groups are probably either multiple groups pursuing the same qualification aim, or students being counted on the site of tuition rather than the group in which they learn.  

Table 3. Students per programme in South East: N (%)


1-2
3-9
10-30
31-50
50+
Total Progs.

S13
79 (13)
204 (34)
230 (38)
24 (4)
53 (8)
590

S12
50 (5)
368 (43)
380 (44)
22 (2)
28 (3)
848

S5
194 (12)
662 (44)
494 (32)
90 (5)
63 (4)
1503

S9
1917 (28)
2496 (37)
1868 (28)
187 (2)
157 (2)
6621

S4
95 (12)
460 (58)
197 (25)
20 (2)
15 (1)
787

Despite these variations in the process of analysing data, the returns from the two regions show broadly similar patterns, with the exception of one College (S9), whose use of the programme coding system is less transparent, and which has therefore been excluded from the data analysis.

Data: Conclusions and Findings

1. Institutional Data Management

Current MIS systems, because they are individual-based, are not capable of providing fully valid data on learning groups, partly it seems because of a high degree of devolution over course organisation to Departmental level. It appears that, in many Colleges, the ISR data is used for creation of Registers, but  subsequent changes are not fed back into the central systems, although some Colleges report that the current upgrading of MIS will make group identification possible in the future. 

Colleges differ greatly in how they manage data, and especially how they use programme codes. Fields Q24/Q25 where some Colleges code learning groups are optional and some institutions use them for other purposes. This makes cross institutional comparison, and aggregation of data, unexpectedly difficult. In some larger Colleges weak lines of communication between MIS and curriculum staff make it difficult to interpret data.

2. Defining a “learning group” or “programme”

MIS systems do not offer a simple and robust notion of a learning group. In view of the problems of data collection, we adopted a definition of  “programme” which we believe approximates to real groups in a majority of cases, although we know that a proportion of these will in fact be individuals on open learning or individualised tuition, and many of the “programmes” comprise a number of learning groups studying the same subject and qualification in parallel in different groups, whose individual age composition is impossible to determine. 

For our overall sample, there are 17687 learning groups. 

3. Defining “Mix”

There is no simple way of measuring age mix. For this part of the research two definitions were adopted:

Definition A (broad) - with at least one student below 19 and one above 29, 

Definition, B (balanced) - with at least 20% of students under 19 and at least 20% over 29. 

4. The Sample Colleges

Our final sample consisted of 13 Colleges which returned the full data requested. For analysis one College was eliminated  because its data was clearly eccentric, owing to an unusual way of using programme codes. There is no prima facie reason why this sample should be atypical of the College population as a whole.

The sample Colleges range in size from 3,368-28,983 students, and from 139-2907 “programmes”. The mean size is 13,741 students and 1474 programmes. 

5. The Extent of Mixing

While there is a general pattern across the sample institutions, the variation between institutions is very large. Generalisations about the overall population of Colleges should therefore be treated with caution.

· Using the broad definition of mixing  341 of programmes (23%) in the sample institutions are mixed, with a range from 44-849 mixed programmes (from 9% to 35% of  programmes in a College). 

· Using the balanced definition  84 programmes (6%) are mixed, with a range from 10-152 mixed programmes (3%-12% of the programmes). 

However, individual Colleges vary considerably from this pattern.

6. The Diversity of Colleges

The extent and nature of mixing varies greatly between Colleges. In one College (S4) mixing is rare, with fewer than 20% of programmes mixed (broad definition) in any subject area. In four Colleges, on the other hand, more than 30% of programmes are mixed in more than 5 areas. (Table G).

8. Mixing by Programme Area

The subject distribution of age mixed programmes closely parallels the distribution of all programmes in the sample institutions. However, there are substantial variations in individual institutions. College S4, for example, has a much lower proportion of mixed programmes in Sciences, but a much higher one in Humanities. In College N7, on the other hand, the pattern of mixed programmes almost exactly mirrors the pattern of all programmes. (Tables C and F)

In the overall sample, the highest proportion of mixed programmes are found in Basic Education (32%) and Health and Community Care (29%), while the lowest are in Agriculture (20%) and Art and Design (23%). Again individual Colleges diverge considerably from this pattern with College N5 having more than a third of programmes mixed in 7 subject areas, while College S4 has fewer than 20% mixed in any subject area. (Table G).

The largest subject areas, in both programme numbers and mixed programme numbers, are Science, Humanities and Business Studies. The smallest are Agriculture, Construction and Engineering. Basic education has the largest range, with College N8 having no mixed programmes, while College S12 has 33% of its basic education programmes mixed. (Table C).

9. Mixing by Level

Mixing by level is difficult to map, because 6 of 11 Colleges recorded no level indicators for more than 30% of their programmes. Among the remaining Colleges, none have many programmes above level 3, and overall there are more mixed programmes at lower levels than higher, which appears to contradict the scoping study findings. (Tables I and J)

10. Mixing by Qualification

Mixing by qualification was examined only in the Scoping Study, which found that A/AS levels, GCSEs and NVQs were disproportionately common qualification aims for mixed-age cohorts. All other qualification aims were under-represented. (One would not expect mixing in Access to HE qualifications- normally post-18- to exhibit mixed-age cohorts).  Since the Scoping Study was carried out a year earlier, it preceded the full implementation of Curriculum 2000, and it may be relevant to investigate in Phase 2 what impact this has had on mixing in A/AS level programmes.

Annex 5: Data Tables from Sample Colleges

Table A: College Profile

















S4
S5
S12
S13
N6
N5
N1
N3
N4
N2
N7
N8
S9
Total
Avg.

No of Student Records
7,423
21,894
11,556
16,383
3,600
14,330
25,983
47,555
31,931
51,392
57,373
29,983
73,884



No of Student Ids (Students)
3,368
11,520
6,628
6,925
3,600
8,740
11,139
28,255
15,166
26,571
28,983
13,993
31,539
164,888
13,741


















Programmes (All)
















No of 'Programmes'
787
1,503
848
590
139
734
1,180
2,907
2,136
2,776
2,407
1,680
6,625
17,687
1,474

No of Programmes 'Mixed Age' (A)
74
410
207
147
44
260
351
634
518
849
683
388
978
3,413
341

% Programmes 'Mixed Age' (A)
9
27
24
25
32
35
30
22
24
31
28
23
15

23

No of Programmes 'Mixed Age' (B)
25
105
66
25
10
87
65
126
104
147
152
92
270
1,004
84

% Programmes 'Mixed Age' (B)
3
7
8
4
7
12
6
4
5
5
6
5
4

6

Avg. No of Registrations per Student
2.2
1.9
1.74
2.37
1
1.64
2.33
1.68
2.11
1.93
1.62
2.14
2.34

1.89

Min. No of Registrations per Student
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

1

Max. No or Registrations per Student
10
21
12
20
1
15
14
16
20
22
14
17
30

15


















Table B: Programme Areas by College (N)


S4
S5
S12
S13
N6
N5
N1
N3
N4
N2
N7
N8
S9
Total
Avg.


N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N

Sciences 
181
182
86
194
10
115
168
535
724
363
480
335
1742
3,373
281

Agriculture
0
234
27
14
1
0
27
39
30
5
17

5
394
36

Construction
3
109
12
48
1
60
145
167
77
107
107
79
290
915
76

Engineering 
73
98
23
0
24
81
89
183
135
129
81
90
168
1,006
84

Business 
78
138
99
145
3
100
193
548
209
429
274
234
575
2,450
204

Hotel & Catering 
77
61
217
4
0
16
77
267
60
110
143
117
368
1,149
96

Health & Community Care
37
119
98
56
0
83
140
230
127
293
279
160
373
1,622
135

Art & Design 
67
146
38
32
89
26
116
299
169
385
219
220
712
1,806
151

Humanities 
236
180
121
39
11
166
178
367
385
702
534
356
1975
3,275
273

Basic Education
35
236
127
58
0
87
47
272
220
253
273
89
397
1,697
141

Not known
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
20
0
0

TOTAL NO OF PROGRAMMES
787
1,503
848
590
139
734
1,180
2,907
2,136
2,776
2,407
1,680
6,625
17,687
1,474

Table C: Programme Areas by College (Col %)











S4
S5
S12
S13
N6
N5
N1
N3
N4
N2
N7
N8
S9
Total
Avg.


Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
N 
%

Sciences
23
12
10
33
7
16
14
18
34
13
20
20
26

19

Agriculture
0
16
3
2
1
0
2
1
1
0
1
0
0

2

Construction
0
7
1
8
1
8
12
6
4
4
4
5
4

5

Engineering 
9
7
3
0
17
11
8
6
6
5
3
5
3

6

Business 
10
9
12
25
2
14
16
19
10
15
11
14
9

14

Hotel & Catering 
10
4
26
1
0
2
7
9
3
4
6
7
6

6

Health & Community Care
5
8
12
9
0
11
12
8
6
11
12
10
6

9

Art & Design 
9
10
4
5
64
4
10
10
8
14
9
13
11

10

Humanities 
30
12
14
7
8
23
15
13
18
25
22
21
30

19

Basic Education
4
16
15
10
0
12
4
9
10
9
11
5
6

10

Not known
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

0

TOTAL NO OF PROGRAMMES
787
1,503
848
590
139
734
1,180
2,907
2,136
2,776
2,407
1,680
6,625
17,687
1,474

Table D: "Mixed Age" Programme Areas by College (N): Option A













S4
S5
S12
S13
N6
N5
N1
N3
N4
N2
N7
N8
S9
Total
Avg.


N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N

Sciences 
11
47
27
50
5
48
47
117
115
141
144
64
246
816
68

Agriculture
0
37
2
5
0
0
7
8
10
2
8
0
0
79
7

Construction
0
31
0
24
0
15
34
22
26
29
44
22
78
247
21

Engineering 
3
19
6
0
10
34
23
29
32
40
31
29
27
256
21

Business 
7
33
13
48
1
36
51
99
59
119
65
54
102
585
49

Hotel & Catering 
5
21
44
0
0
7
25
56
13
28
46
45
65
290
24

Health & Community Care
7
46
17
4
0
36
53
69
44
88
71
36
78
471
39

Art & Design 
7
43
2
2
23
9
32
72
47
71
62
49
102
419
35

Humanities 
31
38
27
4
5
54
56
96
108
230
139
79
221
867
72

Basic Education
3
95
69
10
0
21
23
66
64
101
73
10
59
535
45

TOTAL MIXED PROGRAMMES
74
410
207
147
44
260
351
634
518
849
683
388
978
4,565
380



































Table E: "Mixed Age" Programme Areas by College (N): Option B 













S4
S5
S12
S13
N6
N5
N1
N3
N4
N2
N7
N8
S9
Total
Avg.


N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N

Sciences 
5
12
8
5
1
10
5
18
22
23
22
19
64
173
13

Agriculture
0
21
0
2
0
0
2
3
4
0
0
0
0
9
3

Construction
0
11
0
5
0
12
10
6
6
4
9
5
24
64
6

Engineering 
2
4
3
0
2
11
3
5
5
1
7
0
6
27
4

Business 
2
9
3
10
1
6
17
26
12
25
43
11
39
173
14

Hotel & Catering 
1
4
17
0
0
5
7
7
4
7
15
6
25
71
6

Health & Community Care
1
6
4
2
0
20
11
14
6
11
15
3
19
79
8

Art & Design 
2
20
1
0
5
4
4
16
16
11
10
22
36
115
9

Humanities 
10
9
6
0
1
12
2
19
18
34
26
25
51
175
14

Basic Education
2
9
24
1
0
7
4
12
11
26
5
1
6
65
9

TOTAL MIXED PROGRAMMES
25
105
66
25
10
87
65
126
104
142
152
92
270
951
83


















Table F: "Mixed Age" Programme Areas by College (Col %) Option A











S4
S5
S12
S13
N6
N5
N1
N3
N4
N2
N7
N8
S9
Total
Avg.


Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
N
%

Sciences 
15
11
13
34
11
18
13
18
22
17
21
16
25

18

Agriculture
0
9
1
3
0
0
2
1
2
0
1
6
0

2

Construction
0
8
0
16
0
6
10
3
5
3
6
7
8

5

Engineering 
4
5
3
0
23
13
7
5
6
5
5
14
3

6

Business 
9
8
6
33
2
14
15
16
11
14
10
12
10

13

Hotel & Catering 
7
5
21
0
0
3
7
9
3
3
7
9
7

6

Health & Community Care
9
11
8
3
0
14
15
11
8
10
10
13
8

10

Art & Design 
9
10
1
1
52
3
9
11
9
8
9
20
10

9

Humanities 
42
9
13
3
11
21
16
15
21
27
20
3
23

19

Basic Education
4
23
33
7
0
8
7
10
12
12
11
0
6

12

TOTAL MIXED PROGRAMMES
74
410
207
147
44
260
351
634
518
849
683
388
978
4,565
380

Table G: % of each Programme Area that is "Mixed Age"  by College (%):Option A





S4
S5
S12
S13
N6
N5
N1
N3
N4
N2
N7
N8
S9
Total
Avg.


%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
N
%

Sciences 
6
26
31
26
50
42
28
22
16
39
30
19
14

24

Agriculture
0
16
7
36
0
0
26
21
0
40
47
0
0

20

Construction
0
28
0
50
0
25
23
13
34
27
41
37
27

27

Engineering 
4
19
26
0
42
42
26
16
24
31
38
60
16

25

Business 
9
24
13
33
33
36
26
18
28
28
24
19
18

24

Hotel & Catering 
6
34
20
0
0
44
32
21
22
25
32
31
18

25

Health & Community Care
19
39
17
7
0
43
38
30
35
30
25
31
21

29

Art & Design 
10
29
5
6
26
35
28
24
28
18
28
36
14

23

Humanities 
13
21
22
10
45
33
31
26
28
33
26
3
11

26

Basic Education
9
40
54
17
0
24
49
24
29
40
27
0
15

32

TOTAL NO OF PROGRAMMES
787
1,503
848
590
139
734
1,180
2,907
2,136
2,776
2,407
1,680
6,625
17,687
1,474

Table H: NVQ Level of all Programmes  by College (N)











S4
S5
S12
S13
N6
N5
N1
N3
N4
N2
N7
N8
S9
Total
Avg.


N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N

NVQ 1 & Entry
19
254
92
18
10
231
226
772
360
845
448
451
550
3,726
311

NVQ 2
58
416
76
80
21
192
385
757
474
550
631
471
1732
4,111
343

NVQ 3
72
376
36
75
70
192
341
493
453
467
720
423
1674
3,718
310

NVQ 4,5 and HE
66
12
7
19
27
21
108
222
31
409
109
64
253
1,095
91

DK/NA
572
445
637
398
11
98
120
663
818
505
499
271
2416
5,037
420

TOTAL NO OF PROGRAMMES
787
1,503
848
590
139
734
1,180
2,907
2,136
2,776
2,407
1,680
6,625
17,687
1,474


















Table I: NVQ Level of all Programmes  by College (Col %)









S4
S5
S12
S13
N6
N5
N1
N3
N4
N2
N7
N8
S9
Total
Avg.


Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
N
%

NVQ 1 & Entry
2
17
11
3
7
31
19
27
17
30
19
27
8

21

NVQ 2
7
28
9
14
15
26
33
26
22
20
26
28
26

23

NVQ 3
9
25
4
13
50
26
29
17
21
17
30
25
25

21

NVQ 4,5 and HE
8
1
1
3
19
3
9
8
1
15
5
4
4

6

DK/NA
73
30
75
67
8
13
10
23
38
18
21
16
36

28

TOTAL NO OF PROGRAMMES
787
1,503
848
590
139
734
1,180
2,907
2,136
2,776
2,407
1,680
6,625
17,687
1,474


















Table J: NVQ Level of Mixed Age Programmes by College 


S4
S5
S12
S13
N6
N5
N1
N3
N4
N2
N7
N8
S9
Total
Avg.


N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N
N

NVQ 1 & Entry
0
91
22
3
5
87
75
185
121
255
151
135
93
1,130
94

NVQ 2
7
154
18
48
12
74
121
209
162
230
240
137
364
1,412
118

NVQ 3
1
83
7
22
20
75
69
98
114
149
144
79
172
861
72

NVQ 4,5 and HE
1
1
0
0
6
3
27
25
10
59
20
12
24
164
14

DK/NA
65
81
160
74
1
21
59
117
111
156
128
25
325
998
83

TOTAL MIXED PROGRAMMES
74
410
207
147
44
260
351
634
518
849
683
388
978
4,565
380

Table K: NVQ Level of Mixed Age Programmes by College 













S4
S5
S12
S13
N6
N5
N1
N3
N4
N2
N7
N8
S9
Total
Avg.


Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
Col %
N
%

NVQ 1 & Entry
0
22
11
2
11
33
21
29
23
30
22
35
10

25

NVQ 2
9
38
9
33
27
28
34
33
31
27
35
35
37

31

NVQ 3
1
20
3
15
45
29
20
15
22
18
21
20
18

19

NVQ 4,5 and HE
1
0
0
0
14
1
8
4
2
7
3
3
2

4

DK/NA
88
20
77
50
2
8
17
18
21
18
19
6
33

22

TOTAL MIXED PROGRAMMES
74
410
207
147
44
260
351
634
518
849
683
388
978
4,565
380

Table L: % of NVQ Levels that are  "Mixed Age"  by College













S4
S5
S12
S13
N6
N5
N1
N3
N4
N2
N7
N8
S9
Total
Avg.


%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
N
%

NVQ 1 & Entry
0
36
24
17
50
38
33
24
34
30
34
30
17

30

NVQ 2
12
37
24
60
57
39
31
28
34
42
38
29
21

34

NVQ 3
1
22
19
29
29
39
20
20
25
32
20
19
10

23

NVQ 4,5 and HE
2
8
0
0
22
14
25
11
32
14
18
19
9

15

DK/NA
11
18
25
19
9
21
49
18
14
31
26
9
13

20

TOTAL MIXED PROGRAMMES
74
410
207
147
44
260
351
634
518
849
683
388
978
4,565
380

Annex 6: Responses to questionnaires from students

Responses to questionnaires from students at S1

Total number of returned questionnaires

College total
Childcare
Computing
Electrical installation
English
Psychology
Travel and tourism

93
12
22
16
12
15
16

Question 1. Are you male or female?


Childcare
Computing
Electrical installation
English
Psychology
Travel and tourism

Male
0
21
16
2
1
8

Female
12
1
0
10
14
8

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 2. How old are you?


Childcare
Computing
Electrical installation
English
Psychology
Travel and tourism

Under 18
7
1
1
4
1
5

18-19
2
11
1
1
1
6

20-24
2
8
9
4
4
4

25-30
1
0
2
2
0
0

31-40
0
0
1
1
3
1

41-50
0
2
2
0
3
0

51 and over
0
0
0
0
3
0

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 3. Are most of the students in your class:


Childcare
Computing
Electrical installation
English
Psychology
Travel and tourism

Older than you
5
6
3
6
7
3

Younger than you
3
6
6
3
3
6

About the same age
4
10
7
3
1
7

No response
0
0
0
0
4
0

Question 4. When you first came to college were you surprised by the age of some of the students in your class?


Childcare
Computing
Electrical installation
English
Psychology
Travel and tourism

Yes
6
5
5
4
5
6

No
6
17
11
8
10
10

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 5. Before you started at college did you ask anybody about how old the other students in your class were likely to be?


Childcare
Computing
Electrical installation
English
Psychology
Travel and tourism

Yes
1
4
2
0
2
4

No
11
18
14
12
13
12

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 6. Do you think that having students of a different age to you in the group has helped you learn?


Childcare
Computing
Electrical installation
English
Psychology
Travel and tourism

Yes
4
5
7
9
7
8

No
8
17
8
3
8
8

No response
0
0
1
0
0
0

Question 7.  Do you think that having people of different ages within the group has had any effect on people’s behaviour?


Childcare
Computing
Electrical installation
English
Psychology
Travel and tourism

Yes
4
8
4
5
7
6

No
7
13
12
6
8
10

No response
1
1
0
1
0
0

Question 8. Do you think the tutors treat the younger and older students differently?


Childcare
Computing
Electrical installation
English
Psychology
Travel and tourism

Yes
2
8
0
4
0
3

No
8
14
16
7
15
13

No response
2
0
0
1
0
0

Question 9. Would you prefer to be in a class where everybody is about the same age as you or one where there is a mixture of ages?  


Childcare
Computing
Electrical installation
English
Psychology
Travel and tourism

Same age
3
3
0
0
0
3

Mixed ages
3
6
9
6
7
4

No preference
6
13
7
6
8
9

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 10. If you were running the college would you put young and older students in separate classes or mix them in together?


Childcare
Computing
Electrical installation
English
Psychology
Travel and tourism

Separate classes
2
6
0
0
0
4

Mixed age classes
9
15
16
12
15
12

No response
1
1
0
0
0
0

Question 11. If you could choose the mix of students in any future group would it be based on age or something else?


Childcare
Computing
Electrical installation
English
Psychology
Travel and tourism

Age
8
8
9
0
6
7

Something else
3
13
4
12
6
8

No response
1
1
3
0
3
1

Question 12. Do you think there should be separate social spaces (common rooms/cafeterias) for young and older students?


Childcare
Computing
Electrical installation
English
Psychology
Travel and tourism

Yes
0
6
1
0
1
1

No
12
13
14
12
14
15

No response
0
3
1
0
0
0

Question 13. Please indicate your ethnicity


Childcare
Computing
Electrical installation
English
Psychology
Travel and tourism

White
11
13
15
12
15
11

Asian
0
3
0
0
0
4

Black
0
0
0
0
0
0

Other
0
1
0
0
0
0

No response
1
5
1
0
0
1

Responses to questionnaires from students at S2

Total number of returned questionnaires

College total
Admin. procedure
Art and design
Carpentry
Photo-graphy
Psychology (day)
Psychology (evening)

59
10
7
9
9
14
10

Question 1. Are you male or female?


Admin. procedure
Art and design
Carpentry
Photo-graphy
Psychology (day)
Psychology (evening)

Male
0
1
9
1
7
3

Female
10
6
0
8
7
7

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 2. How old are you?


Admin. Procedure
Art and design
Carpentry
Photo-graphy
Psychology (day)
Psychology (evening)

Under 18
1
0
1
4
0
0

18-19
3
1
4
2
5
0

20-24
3
4
2
1
6
3

25-30
2
2
1
2
2
2

31-40
1
0
0
0
0
4

41-50
0
0
1
0
1
1

51 and over
0
0
0
0
0
0

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 3. Are most of the students in your class:


Admin. Procedure
Art and design
Carpentry
Photo-graphy
Psychology (day)
Psychology (evening)

Older than you
4
4
4
3
5
3

Younger than you
4
2
4
4
4
5

About the same age
2
1
1
2
5
1

No response
0
0
0
0
0
1

Question 4. When you first came to college were you surprised by the age of some of the students in your class?


Admin. Procedure
Art and design
Carpentry
Photo-graphy
Psychology (day)
Psychology (evening)

Yes
4
5
5
4
9
3

No
6
2
4
5
5
7

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 5. Before you started at college did you ask anybody about how old the other students in your class were likely to be?


Admin. Procedure
Art and design
Carpentry
Photo-graphy
Psychology (day)
Psychology (evening)

Yes
2
1
0
4
2
0

No
8
6
9
5
12
10

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 6. Do you think that having students of a different age to you in the group has helped you learn?


Admin. Procedure
Art and design
Carpentry
Photo-graphy
Psychology (day)
Psychology (evening)

Yes
6
5
4
4
11
9

No
4
2
5
5
3
1

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 7.  Do you think that having people of different ages within the group has had any effect on people’s behaviour?


Admin. Procedure
Art and design
Carpentry
Photo-graphy
Psychology (day)
Psychology (evening)

Yes
7
6
3
5
7
9

No
3
1
6
4
7
1

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 8. Do you think the tutors treat the younger and older students differently?


Admin. Procedure
Art and design
Carpentry
Photo-graphy
Psychology (day)
Psychology (evening)

Yes
1
2
0
4
3
1

No
9
5
9
5
11
9

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 9. Would you prefer to be in a class where everybody is about the same age as you or one where there is a mixture of ages?  


Admin. Procedure
Art and design
Carpentry
Photo-graphy
Psychology (day)
Psychology (evening)

Same age
0
0
1
0
2
0

Mixed ages
4
6
3
6
7
7

No preference
6
1
5
3
5
3

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 10. If you were running the college would you put young and older students in separate classes or mix them in together?


Admin. Procedure
Art and design
Carpentry
Photo-graphy
Psychology (day)
Psychology (evening)

Separate classes
0
1
1
0
3
1

Mixed age classes
9
6
8
9
10
9

No response
1
0
0
0
1
0

Question 11. If you could choose the mix of students in any future group would it be based on age or something else?


Admin. Procedure
Art and design
Carpentry
Photo-graphy
Psychology (day)
Psychology (evening)

Age
4
2
3
3
10
2

Something else
5
5
5
4
4
3

No response
1
0
1
2
0
5

Question 12. Do you think there should be separate social spaces (common rooms/cafeterias) for young and older students?


Admin. Procedure
Art and design
Carpentry
Photo-graphy
Psychology (day)
Psychology (evening)

Yes
3
3
2
4
5
1

No
7
4
7
5
9
8

No response
0
0
0
0
0
1

Question 13. Please indicate your ethnicity


Admin. procedure
Art and design
Carpentry
Photo-graphy
Psychology (day)
Psychology (evening)

White
7
5
9
8
12
9

Asian
0
1
0
0
0
0

Black
1
0
0
0
1
0

Other
0
1
0
1
0
0

No response
2
0
0
0
1
1

Responses to questionnaires from students at S3

Total number of returned questionnaires

College total
Accounting
Beauty
Brickwork
Computing
Law
Plastering

70
12
8
16
8
15
11

Question 1. Are you male or female?


Accounting
Beauty
Brickwork
Computing
Law
Plastering

Male
3
0
16
8
2
11

Female
9
8
0
0
12
0

No response
0
0
0
0
1
0

Question 2. How old are you?


Accounting
Beauty
Brickwork
Computing
Law
Plastering

Under 18
0
0
8
0
7
7

18-19
1
2
3
2
5
1

20-24
1
1
2
5
0
1

25-30
3
1
0
1
1
1

31-40
6
4
0
0
1
0

41-50
1
0
2
0
1
0

51 and over
0
0
1
0
0
1

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 3. Are most of the students in your class:


Accounting
Beauty
Brickwork
Computing
Law
Plastering

Older than you
2
2
2
1
2
2

Younger than you
5
2
4
6
8
3

About the same age
5
0
10
1
5
6

No response
0
4
0
0
0
0

Question 4. When you first came to college were you surprised by the age of some of the students in your class?


Accounting
Beauty
Brickwork
Computing
Law
Plastering

Yes
5
4
7
1
6
5

No
7
4
9
7
9
6

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 5. Before you started at college did you ask anybody about how old the other students in your class were likely to be?


Accounting
Beauty
Brickwork
Computing
Law
Plastering

Yes
1
4
3
2
0
2

No
11
4
13
6
15
9

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 6. Do you think that having students of a different age to you in the group has helped you learn?


Accounting
Beauty
Brickwork
Computing
Law
Plastering

Yes
7
7
5
5
13
4

No
5
1
11
3
2
7

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 7.  Do you think that having people of different ages within the group has had any effect on people’s behaviour?


Accounting
Beauty
Brickwork
Computing
Law
Plastering

Yes
2
4
4
2
8
2

No
10
4
11
6
7
8

No response
0
0
1
0
0
1

Question 8. Do you think the tutors treat the younger and older students differently?


Accounting
Beauty
Brickwork
Computing
Law
Plastering

Yes
0
3
2
0
8
2

No
12
5
14
8
7
9

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 9. Would you prefer to be in a class where everybody is about the same age as you or one where there is a mixture of ages?  


Accounting
Beauty
Brickwork
Computing
Law
Plastering

Same age
0
2
2
0
0
1

Mixed ages
4
5
8
3
3
6

No pref.
8
1
6
5
12
4

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 10. If you were running the college would you put young and older students in separate classes or mix them in together?


Accounting
Beauty
Brickwork
Computing
Law
Plastering

Separate classes
2
1
4
0
0
1

Mixed age classes
10
7
12
8
15
10

No response
0
0
0
0
0
0

Question 11. If you could choose the mix of students in any future group would it be based on age or something else?


Accounting
Beauty
Brickwork
Computing
Law
Plastering

Age
4
6
8
5
5
6

Something else
8
2
6
2
8
5

No response
0
0
2
1
2
0

Question 12. Do you think there should be separate social spaces (common rooms/cafeterias) for young and older students?


Accounting
Beauty
Brickwork
Computing
Law
Plastering

Yes
6
3
4
1
5
3

No
6
5
12
7
9
6

No response
0
0
0
0
1
2

Question 13. Please indicate your ethnicity


Accounting
Beauty
Brickwork
Computing
Law
Plastering

White
10
8
11
6
7
8

Asian
1
0
2
1
1
0

Black
0
0
1
1
2
0

Other
1
0
1
0
2
0

No response
0
0
1
0
3
3

Responses to questionnaires from students at N2

Total number of returned questionnaires

College total
Childcare
English AS
English GCSE
Hair

54
20
5
16
12

Question 1. Are you male or female?



Childcare
English AS
English GCSE
Hair

Male
1
1
8
4

Female
19
4
8
8

No response
0
0
0
0

Question 2. How old are you?


Childcare
English AS
English GCSE
Hair

Under 18
11
3
10
6

18-19
6

1
1

20-24
3

1
2

25-30
0
1
1
1

31-40
0
1
1
2

41-50
0

2
0

51 and over
0

0
0

No response
0

0
0

Question 3. Are most of the students in your class:


Childcare
English AS
English GCSE
Hair

Older than you
1
3
7
4

Younger than you
6
2
4
6

About the same age
13
0
5
2

No response
0
0
0
0

Question 4. When you first came to college were you surprised by the age of some of the students in your class?


Childcare
English AS
English GCSE
Hair

Yes
9
3
5
7

No
11
2
11
5

No response
0
0
0
0

Question 5. Before you started at college did you ask anybody about how old the other students in your class were likely to be?


Childcare
English AS
English GCSE
Hair

Yes
1
1
1
1

No
11
4
14
11

No response
0
0
1
0

Question 6. Do you think that having students of a different age to you in the group has helped you learn?


Childcare
English AS
English GCSE
Hair

Yes
17
3
6
5

No
3
2
10
7

No response
0
0
0
0

Question 7.  Do you think that having people of different ages within the group has had any effect on people’s behaviour?


Childcare
English AS
English GCSE
Hair

Yes
3
3
3
6

No
17
2
13
6

No response
0
0
0
0

Question 8. Do you think the tutors treat the younger and older students differently?


Childcare
English AS
English GCSE
Hair

Yes
1
0
4
3

No
19
5
12
9

No response
0
0
0
0

Question 9. Would you prefer to be in a class where everybody is about the same age as you or one where there is a mixture of ages?  


Childcare
English AS
English GCSE
Hair

Same age
0

1
0

Mixed ages
13

3
9

No preference
7

1
3

No response
0

0
0

Question 10. If you were running the college would you put young and older students in separate classes or mix them in together?


Childcare
English AS
English GCSE
Hair

Separate classes
0
1
5
2

Mixed age classes
20
4
11
10

No response
0
0
0
0

Question 11. If you could choose the mix of students in any future group would it be based on age or something else?


Childcare
English AS
English GCSE
Hair

Age
10
1
13
3

Something else
9
4
3
8

No response
0
0
0
0

Question 12. Do you think there should be separate social spaces (common rooms/cafeterias) for young and older students?


Childcare
English AS
English GCSE
Hair

Yes
1
0
4
1

No
17
5
11
11

No response
2
0
1
0

Question 13. Please indicate your ethnicity


Childcare
English AS
English GCSE
Hair

White
15
4
6
10

Asian
5
0
6
0

Black
0
0
0
0

Other
0
0
0
1

No response
0
1
4
1

Responses to questionnaires from students at N3

Total number of returned questionnaires

College total
Childcare
Business AVCE
Engineering levels 1and 2; construction; medical secretaries

56
13
5
38

Question 1. Are you male or female?


Childcare
Business AVCE
Engineering levels 1and 2; construction; medical secretaries

Male
0
5
30

Female
13
0
8

No response
0
0
0

Question 2. How old are you?


Childcare
Business AVCE
Engineering levels 1and 2; construction; medical secretaries

Under 18
5
1
6

18-19
5
1
8

20-24
2
2
12

25-30
1
0
3

31-40
0
1
4

41-50
0
0
4

51 and over
0
0
1

No response
0
0
0

Question 3. Are most of the students in your class:


Childcare
Business AVCE
Engineering levels 1and 2; construction; medical secretaries

Older than you
5
1
13

Younger than you
3
2
13

About the same age
2
2
9

No response
3
0
3

Question 4. When you first came to college were you surprised by the age of some of the students in your class?


Childcare
Business AVCE
Engineering levels 1and 2; construction; medical secretaries

Yes
8
2
9

No
5
3
29

No response
0
0
0

Question 5. Before you started at college did you ask anybody about how old the other students in your class were likely to be?


Childcare
Business AVCE
Engineering levels 1and 2; construction; medical secretaries

Yes
0
1
3

No
13
4
34

No response
0
0
1

Question 6. Do you think that having students of a different age to you in the group has helped you learn?


Childcare
Business AVCE
Engineering levels 1and 2; construction; medical secretaries

Yes
2
3
21

No
11
2
15

No response
0
0
2

Question 7.  Do you think that having people of different ages within the group has had any effect on people’s behaviour?


Childcare
Business AVCE
Engineering levels 1and 2; construction; medical secretaries

Yes
11
3
14

No
2
2
23

No response
0
0
1

Question 8. Do you think the tutors treat the younger and older students differently?


Childcare
Business AVCE
Engineering levels 1and 2; construction; medical secretaries

Yes
10
4
4

No
3
0
34

No response
0
1
0

Question 9. Would you prefer to be in a class where everybody is about the same age as you or one where there is a mixture of ages?  


Childcare
Business AVCE
Engineering levels 1and 2; construction; medical secretaries

Same age
11
0
2

Mixed ages
0
2
17

No preference
2
3
19

No response
0
0
0

Question 10. If you were running the college would you put young and older students in separate classes or mix them in together?


Childcare
Business AVCE
Engineering levels 1and 2; construction; medical secretaries

Separate classes
13
0
2

Mixed age classes
0
5
34

No response
0
0
2

Question 11. If you could choose the mix of students in any future group would it be based on age or something else?


Childcare
Business AVCE
Engineering levels 1and 2; construction; medical secretaries

Age
11
1
15

Something else
1
3
17

No response
1
0
6

Question 12. Do you think there should be separate social spaces (common rooms/cafeterias) for young and older students?


Childcare
Business AVCE
Engineering levels 1and 2; construction; medical secretaries

Yes
5
1
5

No
7
4
30

No response
1
0
3

Question 13. Please indicate your ethnicity


Childcare
Business AVCE
Engineering levels 1and 2; construction; medical secretaries

White
12
2
34

Asian
1
1
0

Black
0
2
0

Other
0
0
0

No response
0
0
4

Responses to questionnaires from students at N8

Total number of returned questionnaires

College total
Beauty
Engineering
English GCSE
Maths
Sociology

35
8
8
5
7
7

Question 1. Are you male or female?


Beauty
Engineering
English GCSE
Maths
Sociology

Male
0
8
2
2
1

Female
8
0
3
5
6

No response
0
0
0
0
0

Question 2. How old are you?


Beauty
Engineering
English GCSE
Maths
Sociology

Under 18
3
0
0
5
0

18-19
4
1
0
0
3

20-24
1
2
0
2
1

25-30
0
2
0
0
1

31-40
0
1
2
0
0

41-50
0
2
2
0
2

51 and over
0
0
1
0
0

No response
0
0
0
0
0

Question 3. Are most of the students in your class:


Beauty
Engineering
English GCSE
Maths
Sociology

Older than you
3
4
1
5
2

Younger than you
2
4
1
2
3

About the same age
2
0
3
0
2

No response
1
0
0
0
0

Question 4. When you first came to college were you surprised by the age of some of the students in your class?


Beauty
Engineering
English GCSE
Maths
Sociology

Yes
5
5
0
4
1

No
3
3
5
3
6

No response
0
0
0
0
0

Question 5. Before you started at college did you ask anybody about how old the other students in your class were likely to be?


Beauty
Engineering
English GCSE
Maths
Sociology

Yes
0
0
0
1
0

No
8
8
5
6
7

No response
0
0
0
0
0

Question 6. Do you think that having students of a different age to you in the group has helped you learn?


Beauty
Engineering
English GCSE
Maths
Sociology

Yes
3
5
3
5
5

No
5
3
1
2
2

No response
0
0
1
0
0

Question 7.  Do you think that having people of different ages within the group has had any effect on people’s behaviour?


Beauty
Engineering
English GCSE
Maths
Sociology

Yes
4
3
1
3
0

No
4
5
3
2
7

No response
0
0
1
2
0

Question 8. Do you think the tutors treat the younger and older students differently?


Beauty
Engineering
English GCSE
Maths
Sociology

Yes
4
1
2
3
1

No
4
7
3
4
6

No response
0
0
0
0
0

Question 9. Would you prefer to be in a class where everybody is about the same age as you or one where there is a mixture of ages?  


Beauty
Engineering
English GCSE
Maths
Sociology

Same age
0
0
0
1
0

Mixed ages
7
2
3
1
3

No preference
1
6
2
5
4

No response
0
0
0
0
0

Question 10. If you were running the college would you put young and older students in separate classes or mix them in together?


Beauty
Engineering
English GCSE
Maths
Sociology

Separate classes
0
1
0
0
1

Mixed age classes
8
7
4
7
6

No response
0
0
1
0
0

Question 11. If you could choose the mix of students in any future group would it be based on age or something else?


Beauty
Engineering
English GCSE
Maths
Sociology

Age
4
1
2
1
3

Something else
3
4
2
6
4

No response
1
3
1
0
0

Question 12. Do you think there should be separate social spaces (common rooms/cafeterias) for young and older students?


Beauty
Engineering
English GCSE
Maths
Sociology

Yes
0
1
1
1
0

No
8
7
4
6
7

No response
0
0
0
0
0

Question 13. Please indicate your ethnicity


Beauty
Engineering
English GCSE
Maths
Sociology

White
8
8
4
4
7

Asian
0
0
0
1
0

Black
0
0
0
0
0

Other
0
0
0
1
0

No response
0
0
1
1
0

Annex 7: The Sample Learning Groups

College N2

Programme area 


Subject
Qualification aim/ level 


Full-time or part-time
Balance

Business
E Business
EDEXCEL E Business 1 Fast Track


Part-time
Balanced

Business


Accountancy
EDEXCEL/

AAT NVQ3


Part-time
Old

Humanities
Open English


Both OCN and GCSE English
Part-time element of other mostly full-time courses


Young

Humanities
English
AS


Part-time
Balanced

Other (care)
Child care
CACHE Diploma


Full-time 
Young

Other (science) 


Hairdressing
NVQ2
Part-time
Young

College N3

Programme area 


Subject
Qualification aim/ level 


Full-time or part-time
Age mix

Business
Medical Secretaries
AMSPAR Medical Secretaries Diploma Year 1


Full-time
Old

Business
  Business 


EDEXCEL AVCE Business


Part-time
Balanced

Construction


Bricklaying
CITB
Part-time 
Old

Other  (care)
Childcare
Diploma in Childcare and Education  Year 1


Full-time
Young

Other (engineering) 
NCE Electrical Engineering


BTEC National Certificate in Engineering Year 1


Part-time
Young

Other (engineering)


NCE Electrical Engineering
BTEC National Certificate in Engineering Year 2


Part-time
Old

College N8

Programme area 


Subject
Qualification aim/ level 
Full-time or part-time


Age mix

Humanities
English Language
GCSE
Part-time
Old



Humanities 
Sociology


AS/AS
Part-time
Balanced

Construction


Stonemasons


Level 3
Full-time 
Balanced

Other (engineering)


Electrical engineering
BTEC National Diploma
Part-time
Balanced

Other (beauty) 
Beauty Therapy


NVQ3
Part-time
Young

Other (science)


Maths
GCSE
Part-time
Balanced

College S1

Programme area 


Subject
Qualification aim/ level 
Full-time or part-time
Age mix

Business
Travel and tourism


Certificate (Level 2)
Full-time
Young



Construction


Electrical installation
City and Guilds Certificate (Level 2)


Day release – one day per week
Old

Humanities
Psychology
AS Level (Level 3)


One evening per week


Old

Humanities
English literature
AS/A Level (intensive course in one year) (Level 3)


One evening per week


Balanced

Other (care)
Childcare and education
CACHE (Council for Awards in Children’s Care and Education) Diploma (Level 3)
Full-time (three days in college per week and two on placement)


Young

Other (computing)
Computing
HND (Level 4)
Full-time (four days per week in college) 


Young



College S2

Programme area (within college)


Subject
Qualification aim/ level 
Full-time or part-time
Age mix

Business


Administrative procedure
Higher diploma (Level 4)
Full-time (four days in college, one on work placement)


Balanced



Construction
Carpentry and Joinery
City and Guilds / Intermediate Construction Award (Level 2)


Day release, one day per week


Young

Humanities
Psychology
A Level (Level 3)
One evening per week


Old



Humanities


Psychology
A Level (Level 3)
Three sessions per week, during the day


Young

Other (art and design)
Photography
National Diploma (Level 3)
Part-time (three days in college)


Young



Other (art and design)
Art and Design
National Diploma (Level 3)
Part-time (2.5 days in college)


Old



College S3 

Programme area (within college)


Subject
Qualification aim/ level 
Full-time or part-time
Age mix

Business


Accounting
AAT Foundation NVQ 2 (Level 2)


Part-time
Old



Business


Computing
CISCO Networking Academy Programme; CNAA exam course 


Two evenings per week
Young

Construction
Brickwork
Intermediate Construction Award (Level 2)


Full-time


Balanced

Construction


Plastering
Intermediate Construction Award (Level 2)


Full-time
Young

Humanities
Law
AS Level (Level 3)
4.5 hours of contact time per week


Young



Other (beauty)
Beauty
ITEC specialist diploma 


Two days per week


Balanced



Annex 8: Research Instruments

A. Interview schedule for learning group tutors

Name of interviewer:

Date:

Time:

College:

Name of tutor:

Learning group details:

1. Introduction

· [As you know], we are conducting research on the significance of age mixing in teaching and learning in further education settings in England 

· In this interview I will be asking you about: your experience of and views about mixed-age teaching; the specific learning group I have observed; and, if we have time, approaches to age mixing within the college more widely.

· Everything you say in the interview will be treated as confidential and we will not be naming any individuals in any reports arising from the research.

· I would like to tape record the interview.  Do you have any objections to this?

2. Tutor’s background, experience and general views

2.1 To what extent do you think that age mix has an effect on teaching and learning? Why?

2.2 To what extent do you think that age differences between students are apparent within the classroom:

· to you?

· to students?

2.3 Can you think of any specific occasions during your teaching career in which age mix was important?  Please give details.

2.4 How would you define a ‘mixed-age’ learning group?

· which are the significant age breaks, if any?

· is chronological age more important than other factors such as ‘maturity’ or ‘point in lifecourse’?

· do you think your views of this have changed over your teaching career?

2.5 What experiences of mixed-age learning have you had:

· as a learner?

· as a teacher?

3. The specific learning group involved in the research

3.1 To what extent do students of different ages mix within the group – during academic tasks and socially?

3.2 Has this changed at all since you began working with them?  If so, in what ways?

3.3 How typical is it of other mixed-age learning groups you have taught?

3.4 Do you think that the mix of ages in this learning group has had any impact on the students’:

· academic work?

· behaviour?

· attendance?

· social interactions?

4. Teaching issues

4.1 Do you use any different teaching methods when you are working with particular age mixes?  Explain.

4.2 Do you attempt to manage the age mix of social or learning groups within the classroom?  Why?

4.3 In your experience, what works well with mixed groups – and what does not?  

· why?

· has this changed at all over your teaching career?

4.4 Have you had any training or other form of support specifically related to teaching mixed-age groups?   

· if so, please give details.

· would you like any?  If so, what?

4.5 Do you think there are any differences in the way that your students of different ages relate to you?  If so:

· in what ways?

· how to you respond to them?

· how comfortable do you feel with different age groups?

4.6 What advice would you give to a new teacher about dealing with mixed age groups?

5. The impact of mixed-age learning

5.1 Do you think there are any particular benefits associated with learning in mixed-age groups:

· to learners?

· to teachers? (is anything made easier in the classroom?)

5.2 Are there any disadvantages:

· to learners?

· to teachers? (is anything made more difficult in the classroom?)

5.3 Would you say that this profile of benefits and disadvantages has changed at all over the time you have been teaching?  If so, in what ways?

If not covered by responses to previous questions:

5.4 Do you think age mix has any impact on:

· students’ attainment or other educational outcomes?  Why?  Give some examples/evidence.

· students’ learning styles and relationships with other learners?  Why? Give some examples/evidence.

· behaviour? Why?  Give some examples/evidence.

· attendance? Why?  Give some examples/evidence.

· completion rates? Why?  Give some examples/evidence.

· social interaction? Why?  Give some examples/evidence.

5.5 Do you think that the impact of mixed-age learning is influenced by:

· the subject being taught? Why?

· the qualification aim?  Why?

· the mode of study? Why?

· the time at which the class is held? Why?

· the types of assessment that are used? Why?

5.6 Do you think that some types of age mix have more effect than others?

5.7 Do you think that the effectiveness of mixed-age learning is affected in any way by the students’:

· gender?

· ethnicity?

· attainment levels?

· any other student characteristics?

5.8 Do you think students have any preferences about the age composition of their learning groups?  If so:

· what are they?

· do they change over time?

· do these preferences affect students’ choices about courses and institutions?

6. Management issues within the college (optional section – to be completed only if there is enough time)

6.1 Have there been any attempts to control or plan age mix within the college or your department? If so:

· what are they?  

· why were they implemented? 

· what effect have they had? (on students, staff and college as a whole)

· were you involved?  If so, please give details.

· how does the college understand ‘age mix’? what does it consider to be the most significant age breaks?

6.2 Do you have any facilities that are designated for students of a specific age?  If so:

· what are they?  

· why were they created? 

· what effect have they had? (on students, staff and college as a whole)

6.3 Have recent changes to the curriculum had any effect on age mixing within the college?  If so, please give details.

6.4 Have you had any feedback from inspectors or other external agencies about age mixing?  If so, please give details.

6.5 Overall, how important do you think the issue of age mixing is in colleges?  Should it have more attention in management policy or in the training of staff?

6.6 Do you think the current pattern of age mixing is likely to change in the future?  If so, why?

7. Are there any other issues, related to age mixing, that you would like to raise?

B: Student interview instrument: final version

Name of observer:

Date:

Time:
College:

Course

Age category of students

Type of mixed age group: minority young; minority old; balanced 

Details about the course -. qualification aim, length, how long been running how often meet + age mix of students on the course should be obtained from the tutor prior to the interview.

The student interviews will ideally be an open discussion with the students not a series of questions. (In the first questions we will not focus specifically on age but what they expected other students to be like.)

There are 5 aspects to be covered:

 Introduction about the research + interview process

 Students’ background and why they chose this college and this course.

Early views about student composition of the group .i.e. when they first saw others in the group BUT before  they got to know the other students

Views about other students in the group now i.e. now had experience of being with them

Review of their views – ask them a different question to check out consistency of their earlier answers.

On the next page are more detailed questions for each section but these are simply there as prompts for us if we need them – not as questions which must be asked.

1 Introduction about the research + interview process

· Brief  summary of the aims of the research

· Assurance of confidentiality

· Permission to use tape recorder

2 Student’s background

2.1 Sex male/female

2.2 Age i.e. under 20; 20-24; 25-30; 30-40; 40-50; over 50

2.3 How long have you been studying at this college? -First year; second year; longer than this.

2.4 Why did you choose to come to this college?

Why did you choose to do this course?

2.6 Before you came to college what did you think the other students would be like – did this affect you decision to come here? 

3 Early views about student composition of the group

3.1 When the day actually arrived and you came to college on your first day of this course what were you hoping the other students would be like?

3.2 When did you first notice that some people in your class are younger/older (use as appropriate) than you?

3.4 What made you realise that they were older/younger (use as appropriate) than you? 

3.5 Before you got to know them how did you feel about them?    

3.6 Had you been on courses before with students who were (older/younger) than you? 

4 Views about other students in the group now (i.e. now had experience of being with them)

4.1 In what ways do you think that the younger/older (use as appropriate) students help you with your studies?  

4.2 In what ways do you think that the younger/older (use as appropriate) students hinder you with your studies?

4.3 Do you think having people of different ages within the group has had any effect on people’s behaviour?  

4.4 Have people left the class because they haven’t got on with other people in it?

4.5 Do you meet up with others from your class outside of class times – what sort of things do you do? Are they all about your age or are some younger or older?

4.6 Do you think there is any difference in the relationships with tutors of  younger and older students? 

5  Review of their views – (asking them a different question to recheck views expressed in their earlier answers).

5.1 If somebody was thinking of coming on your course next year and they asked you about it would you mention that there might well be older/younger (use as appropriate) students on the course than them? If yes what might you say? 

5.2 If you were running this place do you think you would put young people and older ones in separate classes or mix them in together? 

5.3  If you could change the mix of students in any future group would it be based on age or something else?

C: Observation schedule for learning groups

FINAL Version

Name of observer:  ………………………

Date:  …………………………………….

Time:  ……………………………………

College:  …………………………………


Learning group:

· programme area:  ………………….

· qualification aim:  …………………

· mode of study (full or part time):  ………



Name of learning group tutor:

……………………………………………


Type of age mix (circle one):

balanced 

(b) older learners in minority 

(c) younger learners in minority



Layout of the room and position of students and tutor

Draw diagram

· indicate as far as possible the way students are grouped and their age, gender and ethnicity

· if positions of students change during the lesson, describe how and why

· note if any of the groupings are determined by the tutor




Aims and objectives for the lesson (if stated by tutor)




Task(s) that students are engaged in during lesson

· general description of tasks

· extent to which tasks differ between individuals and between groups

· extent to which students appear to be ‘on task’ – noting any differences between groups and/or individuals




Interactions related to learning between students 

· general description

· extent to which they have been directed/prompted by the tutor

· any differences between individuals and/or groups (according to age, gender, ethnicity etc.)?


Contributions of students to any whole-group work/tasks

· general description

· note whether contributions are prompted/encouraged by tutor

· any differences between individuals and/or groups (according to age, gender, ethnicity etc.)?




Social interactions between students 

· general description

· any differences between individuals and/or groups (according to age, gender, ethnicity etc.)?




Tutor interactions with students

· general description 

· any differences between individuals and/or groups (according to age, gender, ethnicity etc.)?




General comments about:

· the behaviour of the group

· any other relevant issues




D. Social Observation Schedule

Social Observation can probably best be done during visits planned for interviews and observations e.g. a coffee in the cafeteria before an interview, or a wander round the site after an interview. Inevitably with our limited time it will be more of a snapshot than a thorough ‘investigation’. 

Name of observer:

Date:

Time:

College:

1. Ask the college how many sites it has and whether there is  age predominance at different ones. (If yes try to observe both a younger and older age group  site.) 

2. Visit 2 sites  – (more if relevant e.g. our courses might take place on more than 2 sites.)

3. Wander round and make observations on mixed age (or lack of it) – look for:

Students and to what extent see mixed age in corridors etc 

informal meeting places  

notices on walls etc

4.     Sit in cafeteria(s)  and observe. 

5.    Possibly visit outreach centres or advice ‘shops’ but it is better to get depth than to spend a lot of time travelling around.

6 .   Include anything else which is relevant

7.   If the opportunity arises then maybe talk to people (but this is not a key part of the social observations) It would usually not be possible to tape such casual conversations – but notes could be made.

8    If appropriate photos could be taken or diagrams produced – but these should be where there is something relevant to show. (For photos it would be important to gain permission from the college and any people who might be in the photograph. ) Photographs and diagrams are optional extras – do not spend too much time or effort on these.
Writing up:

Notes should be made under the relevant headings e.g. café, reception, notice board etc

And include: 

name of college and place e.g. reception area of college X

date, day of week with approximate time of day 

what was observed

extent if any of any mixed age interaction

extent of mixed age supportive or non-supportive things observed

any other relevant comments

diagrams/photos but only if they are really relevant

� In some Colleges there was no mixed group in some of the subject areas. (Inspection and long term illness by College staff also prevented us using some subject areas.)


� Information on classroom behaviour is indicative, and should be treated with caution, since it is based on single visits to whole sessions of individual classes, and these may be untypical of both the particular group, and groups in general.


� Humanities are over represented both because mixing appeared to be more common, and because the policy issues about age segregation arise most prominently in relation to “sixth form centres” which usually focus mainly on humanities/science GCSE A/AS level programmes


� Information on classroom behaviour is indicative, and should be treated with caution, since it is based on single visits to whole sessions of individual classes, and these may be untypical of both the particular group, and groups in general.
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