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Background
In 2007/8 a survey was carried out amongst students of A-Level English at a Sixth Form College in the North West of England. The study arose out of an observation that students applying for places at this college were moving away from Humanities subjects in favour of Sciences, often because they claimed that Science or Social Science subjects would be of more use to them in applying for university courses and future employment. Having spoken to a number of prospective students at open evenings I uncovered a number of misconceptions about the study of Humanities subjects, such as the commonly held idea that a student would not be accepted onto a university course if they took English Language A-Level. The purpose of this study is therefore to examine the opinions of students who do choose to study English at A-Level, to identify what their perceptions are with regard to the relationship between the study of English and future career prospects. 
The Study

A questionnaire was produced that focussed on the areas of subject choice and employability (see Appendix 1). Students were asked to complete the questionnaire during English lessons; overall 54 completed questionnaires were obtained. This number represents approximately one quarter of the total number of students enrolled to study English at A-Level. The number of responses is limited in part by the time of year that the survey took place: in the last four weeks of term before the summer holiday there are a large number of absences which restricted access to potential respondents. This timing is also advantageous, however, insofar as the students have spent one full academic year in post-compulsory education and therefore have had the opportunity to reflect on both their subject choices and potential careers. At this point the students have also begun to think about which university course they will take; applications to UCAS begin as soon as they return to College in September. The data obtained is largely qualitative, based on individual narrative responses to open questions. In spite of this, the responses to each question tended to fall into a number of categories. For the purposes of analysis I have isolated the most popular responses and produced quantitative data as to the number of students who gave each response.
Question 1: Which English AS-Level(s) are you taking?
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50% of respondents were studying English Language at AS-Level, 43% were studying the combined Language and Literature AS-Level and 7% (4 students) were studying English Language and English Literature separately. None of the students who took part in the survey were studying English Literature independently of English Language, which may represent a gap in the data. English Literature requires a great deal of commitment to personal study by comparison to English Language, and as such is often considered by students to be ‘harder’. It would be reasonable to expect that students studying English Literature might display more evidence of a personal investment in the course, however this is expectation is not fulfilled in the data gathered from the 4 students studying both Language and Literature, and may therefore be a false assumption. The spread of the data for Question 1 can be read as representative to a certain extent, as English Language is the most widely subscribed course in the English Department.
Question 2: What other AS-Levels have you studied this year?
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The students were asked which other subjects they had studied at AS-Level as I was interested to ascertain whether they were studying English within the context of other Humanities subjects, or whether they had chosen to keep their options open at this stage. The results seem to support the observation that students are opting to study Science or Social Science subjects at A-Level, over Humanities and Arts Subjects. The most popular subject choices were Psychology, History, Biology, Chemistry and Media Studies. Of these, Psychology was the most popular, with 43% of respondents studying it in addition to English. Biology was second with 26%, followed by History with 22%. In the popularity of Psychology and Biology we see a predominance of Social Sciences and Sciences as predicted, however the number of students taking History or Media Studies suggests that, for students who do choose to study English at A-Level, Humanities subjects are still a popular choice. This implies a trend towards keeping the subject options open at A-Level, rather than choosing to specialise in a particular area at this stage. 
In light of the findings of Question 2, I was also interested to analyse the combinations of subjects that were chosen by students at AS-Level. I grouped the subjects listed in the students’ responses into four broad categories as follows:
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I then examined the subject combinations chosen by each respondent. There was a very wide spread of combination options, although certain patterns are discernable (see Appendix 2). The most popular option for those students who took part in the survey appears to be 3 Humanities subjects and 1 Social Science (usually Psychology). 15% of respondents had chosen this combination of subjects, followed by 13% who had chosen to study 2 Humanities subjects, 1 Arts subject and 1 Social Science. These results indicate that, although students are keen to keep their options open at A-Level by studying a variety of subjects, those students who opt to study English do so within the context of at least one other Humanities subject, and that their subject choices are weighted for the most part towards Humanities. This suggests that there may be an opportunity here to target recruitment activities towards Humanities students in FE, which we shall discuss further at a later point. 

The third most popular choice of subject combination amongst these students does, however, offer some evidence to the contrary: 11% of respondents were studying 2 Science subjects, 1 Humanities subject and 1 Social Science. This offers some evidence in support of the claim that Science subjects are becoming more popular at A-Level, possibly at the expense of Humanities. It is also further evidence to suggest that when choosing their A-Level subjects, the majority of students have not conclusively decided upon their future plans: the wide spread of subject combinations presented within this survey is indicative of students who are still making up their minds about what they want to do and who they want to be. 

Question 3: Why did you choose to study English at AS Level?
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Students were encouraged to answer this question as honestly as possible, as the English Department of the college in question were keen to understand the motivation of students who chose to study English. As this is an open question, many students reported more than one reason. I have recorded all the responses that were given (89 in total) and attempted to draw conclusions from these. 
The most popular reason for choosing English (30% of all responses) was that the student enjoyed the subject.
 This both supports and contradicts the supposition stated earlier that students are choosing their A-Level subjects based primarily on the perceived ‘usefulness’ of the subject for their future plans. Students who choose to study English at this college do so because they enjoy the subject, rather than because they feel that it will be a strategic choice. The claim that students choose subjects based on a sense of what will or will not be ‘useful’ at a later stage was made in reference to students who avoid studying English or other Humanities subjects in favour of Science and Social Science subjects. Students who have made this choice would not be represented in this survey, therefore it may not be possible to draw any conclusions about this particular trend from the data gathered. 
The second most commonly-cited reason (19%) for choosing English was that the student had performed well in the subject at GCSE level. Combined with the most popular reason, namely that students choose to study English because they enjoy the subject, these results suggest that the choice to study English at A-Level is largely informed by the students’ experiences of studying the subject at school. 

Of the 89 responses recorded to this question, a total of 16% cited the relevance of English to future careers/education: 7% claimed that English is generally ‘useful’ as a subject; 5% chose to carry on with English as it is a core national curriculum subject (along with Maths and Science) and as such is perceived to have a certain level of prestige; 4% claimed that English is a necessary subject choice for their future plans. These responses are in the minority, which suggests that the choice to study English at A-Level is not directly linked to future employability/university choice.

Question 4: What do you plan to do when you leave college next year? 
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The overwhelming majority of responses to this question claimed an intent to continue into Higher Education: 94% of students stated that they would like to go to university after they have finished their A-Levels. 62% of respondents cited a specific university course, whilst 32% claimed that they would like to go to university, however did not name a course of study. This data is largely representative of the student demographic at this college. The college is in the top five nationally for A-Level results and has comparatively strict entry criteria for a Sixth-Form College: the majority of students therefore have an expectation that they will continue to Higher Education, and it should be noted that responses to this question are representative only of the students at this college, and would not necessarily be replicated if the survey were to be repeated elsewhere. 
Of the students who cited a specific university course as their next destination, the choice of subject for study at degree level can be broken down as follows:
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The range of courses listed by respondents is widely varied, with only English standing out as a consistently popular choice (21%). Many of the responses to this question are vague, which suggests that these choices may be subject to further change:

“Politics, Philosophy and Economics (Warwick) or International Relations”

“Go to university to do either a Biology or English degree”

“Medicine or Psychology”

Although the students who took part in the survey will be beginning their university applications less than three months from when the survey took place, there is still a large amount of uncertainty represented in responses to this question. Taken in combination with responses to Question 6 (below), it seems that students in the first year of A-Level study are particularly receptive to advice about careers and university choice.

Question 5: What would you like to do for a career?
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As is clear from the breakdown of results offered in the above graph, the responses to this question were extremely varied. The most popular career choice amongst the respondents was Teaching (15%), followed by Unclear or Unsure (13%), then Law (12%) and Journalism (10%). These results are not replicated in the responses to Question 4, however, indicating little correlation at this stage between intended university course and future career: 6% of students who gave a specific course in response to Question 4 claimed that they intended to study Teaching at university; 6% intended to study Law and only 3% intended to study Journalism. 
We can draw two possible inferences from this data. Firstly, that students who have a particular professional vocation in mind prefer to study an academic rather than vocational subject at degree level, presumably then converting in the fourth year of HE study; for example, one student intends to study a “3-year joint course Drama and English at Uni”, with a view to a career in “Secondary school education – teaching English/Drama”; another student plans to study “English or Journalism” before entering into a career in “Sports Journalism”. A second possible conclusion is that students have a much clearer idea at this stage as to what career they would like to pursue than they do about what university course they will choose. This indicates that students at AS-Level are perhaps unaware of the way in which various degree programmes connect to future employment; it is likely that students in this position will benefit from enrichment activities that provide them with information regarding different routes into employment, and the employability advantages of different degree paths. 

Question 6: Has this changed since you have been at college? If so, why?
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There is a fairly even split in response to this question, slightly in favour of ‘No’ (59%). For the most part, therefore, students claim that they have not changed their minds about their future career plans since they have been at college. A large number of students (41%) claim that they have changed their minds, however, and in the narrative explanations given for this change, a large proportion identified their experience of college as having a significant influence:
“I used to want to be a fireman. Changed because college made me realise there are other ways to help people” [intended career: lawyer/barrister].

“Originally medicine, but didn’t really take to science” [intended career: journalism/publishing].

“At first I was torn between studying Medicine/Veterinary Science or Drama. I now know I’d much rather study Drama, which is my favourite subject” [intended career: Performer/Director].

The full range of responses is listed in Appendix 3. The number of respondents who claim the influence of their time at college, whether through the experience of studying different subjects or via enrichment, is significant and indicates that although the majority of students begin college with a firm idea of what career they would eventually like to pursue, this is subject to change over the course of their A-Level study, and the environment provided by the college is the ideal space within which they are able to explore different options. 

Question 7: How do you think that studying English at AS-Level relates to what you want to do after you have finished college?
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This question provides the cornerstone of the survey: precisely how do AS-Level English students view the study of English in relation to their future study/career plans? From the responses given it is clear that these students are aware that English enables the development of specific key skills such as Communication, Writing and Analysis. However, although the students were able to identify these skills they did not offer any specific examples of how they would be relevant to future study/employment. This implies that there is a gap in the students’ understanding between being able to name the skills that English develops and actually recognising the application/transferability of these skills. This is supported by the number of students (18%) who claimed that English is ‘useful’ in general but did not elaborate on this, and the relatively large number who believe that English is not useful at all (15%). A number of responses attempted to make links between the study of English and future career plans, however these links tended to be quite vague and did not demonstrate the way in which English would be useful:
“It allows me to be good at paperwork” [intended career: accountant].
“If I ever wanted to have a career in English I would have a qualification” [intended career: something in art].

“It will help me understand and develop ways to teach” [intended career: primary school teacher].

The responses to this question suggest that the majority of students are aware that there is more to the study of English than just the acquisition of subject knowledge, however more could be done to help them to realise the full application of the skills that they develop as part of this course. 

Question 8: If your college offered any of the following enrichment activities related to university choice/ future employment, would you attend them? Please tick as many as are relevant.
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This question was asked as part of a joint enterprise to build links between the University of Central Lancashire’s Centre for Employability Through the Humanities (ceth) and the Sixth-Form College attended by the respondents. All of the options proved to be popular with the students, although the two that stood out as the most popular were ‘Visit to university’ and ‘University taster sessions’. The comparative lack of popularity of the option to receive a ‘Talk from employers’ suggests that, at this stage, students are very much focussed on university and degree subject choice. This in turn confirms that the career plans cited by students in response to Question 5, although apparently very firm in the minds of the students, are in fact subject to change. It is likely that students are able to make more definitive statements about their future careers than they are about university choice because at this stage in their education, future employment post-university is still an intangible prospect, therefore students are able to be more flexible, even unrealistic in stating what they plan to do (a supposition that is supported by data from 2 students who claim that they want to be Crime Scene Investigators, and cite the influence of the television drama CSI: Crime Scene Investigation as a provoking factor in this). Students may be less willing or able to state what they plan to study at university as this is a real decision that they will have to make in the near future; therefore it is a matter of uncertainty for a large number of respondents.
The popularity of all the available options in this question indicates that as a rule, the students at this college are very receptive to enrichment activities that target future employment/university choice. In particular, they would welcome the opportunity to visit a local university and experience a ‘taste’ of university teaching. It would therefore be to the benefit of both UCLan and the college in question to collaborate on the development of a joint programme of enrichment.
Conclusions and recommendations

Following analysis of the data gathered via this survey, the following conclusions present themselves:

1. A large number of students of AS-Level of English study the subject within a Humanities context.

2. The majority of students who choose to study English at AS-Level do so as a result of their experience of the subject at school, either because they enjoyed it or they received high GCSE results, often a combination of the two.

3. The choice to study English at AS-Level is not directly linked to employability/future career plans
4. At the end of the first year of A-Level study, students do not yet have a firm idea as to what they will do in the future, either at university or in employment. They are therefore very receptive to information/advice with regard to both.

5. Students are aware that studying English at A-Level will help them to develop additional key skills, however they are unsure as to how these skills are applicable.
6. When offered a range of enrichment activities designed to help them make decisions about university/future employment, students respond enthusiastically. They are slightly more receptive to enrichment activities that offer them the chance to experience university for themselves.

In response to these conclusions, the following recommendations can be made:

1. That recruitment activities can be developed that specifically target humanities students within Further Education. These activities may include information on the employability element of Humanities subjects.
2. It is worth considering enrichment activities that target students before they choose their A-Levels, in order to enable them to make informed choices outside of their experience of GCSE study.

3. That it would be beneficial to both UCLan and the college in question to develop a joint programme of enrichment. In particular, the data suggests that a visit to the University that included some ‘taster’ sessions would be popular with students. A visit orchestrated by ceth that included ceth modules would have the effect of introducing students to university study and enhancing their awareness of employability within Humanities subjects.
Appendix 1
English Employability Survey 2007-8: Winstanley College

Please take a few moments to fill out this short survey, which will be used to gain a picture of how students feel about studying English at AS Level, and how this relates to their career ambitions. The answers you give will also be used to plan enrichment activities for next year.
1. Which English AS Level(s) are you taking?

2. What other AS Levels have you studied this year?

3. Why did you choose to study English at AS Level?

4. What do you plan to do when you leave college next year?

5. What would you like to do for a career?

6. Has this changed since you have been at college? If so, why?

7. How do you think that studying English at AS Level relates to what you want to do after you have finished college? 

8.  If Winstanley College offered any of the following enrichment activities related to university choice/future employment, would you attend them? Please tick as many as are relevant.

Talk from local university
(
University ‘taster’ sessions
(
Visit to local university
(




Careers fair


(
Talk from employers

(
Work experience day

(


9. Are you male or female?

THANK YOU
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Appendix 3: Reasons for change in career choice

“Previously wanted to work in the Civil Service” [intended career: Global Strategy Analyst for Delloite and Touche].

“I used to want to be a fireman. Changed because college made me realise there are other ways to help people” [intended career: Lawyer/Barrister].

“Originally Medicine, but didn’t really take to Science” [intended career: Journalism/Publishing].

“At first I was torn between studying Medicine/Veterinary Science or Drama. I think I’d rather study Drama, which is my favourite subject” [intended career: Performer/Director].

“I used to want to be a Solicitor but after completing my work experience I decided to do something else” [intended career: unsure, planning to study English at university and hopes to receive further information about careers for English students].
“I was unsure what I wanted to do when I came to college” [intended career: developmental/clinical psychologist].

“Originally I investigated being a helicopter pilot in the Armed Forces. But following an eye test this was deemed nigh on impossible” [intended career: Police Officer/Close Protection Officer].

“Originally wanted to write novels, coursework – writing script – helped change mind” [intended career: Screenwriter].

“I was set on Psychologist at first but now I’ve looked at other interesting things CSI” [intended career: Clinical Psychologist or Crime Scene Investigator].

“I did want to be a Doctor but due to long-term illness I realise it would be too much work and I would find it very hard to achieve the grades and put my health at risk” [intended career: Clinical Psychologist].

“Before I started college I wanted to be a dentist because it’s easy and well-paid but I changed my mind because I don’t like Science and people have smelly mouths” [intended career: “something creative”].

“Developed interest in politics via exploration of the course” [intended career: Politics].
“Not sure whether to follow a different career path because of enjoyment in other subjects” [intended career: Solicitor].

“I took Business and liked it. This influenced my decision” [intended career: Business Management].

“Didn’t consider it until college” [intended career: Sports Journalism]

“I decided the other ideas weren’t really for me” [intended career: Lawyer].

“Didn’t know previously” [intended career: accountant].

“I was unsure of whether I was comfortable living abroad during a French degree” [intended career: Magazine Editor/Writer].

“I have been looking at courses with a more specific career in mind not completely academic” [intended career: “something practically based involving research”].

“Work experience showed me that I no longer wanted to do Physiotherapy” [intended career: Doctor].

“At the start of college I had no idea what career I wanted to go into. Now I have a few ideas” [Intended career: Police Force].







� The grouping of subjects in this manner is very often an administrative, rather than a pedagogical task, and is therefore open to interpretation. These very broad groupings are based upon the most common divisions of subject areas within Higher Education; they are not necessarily representative of how this college or any other institute of post-compulsory education may choose to group subjects.


� It should be noted that students were asked to complete this questionnaire by their English teachers, during lesson time, and therefore although students were asked to be as honest as possible these circumstances may have had an influence on responses to Question 4.
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