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Case study 3: Dr Erik Johansson Cox
Erik was unemployed before he enrolled on the 

Access to HE course. He is now a research scientist. 

'Access to HE gave me
the opportunity to

start afresh, build a
career and improve

my self-worth.'
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Dr Erik Johansson Cox
1995: Access to Science and Technology, Liverpool
Community College
1999: Master of Physics (MPhys), University of Liverpool
2003: PhD, University of Liverpool
2007: Research scientist for the Institute of
Materials Research and Engineering, Singapore
I was 31 years old, unemployed, living with my parents and felt I had no future. The
Access to HE course gave me a second chance at a decent life. Now I've got a good
job and a standard of living that I'd never dreamed of.

With the help of the Access to HE course I'm enjoying a career that has taken me
around the world. I took a master's degree and then went on to be awarded a PhD
from the University of Liverpool. Since then I've held positions in the United States 
of America and am currently based in Singapore.

Before I took the Access to HE course, I just wanted to 
get a job, any job. The course seemed to be my only
option for a better future.

I found the Access to HE course easier than I'd first
expected and realised I was smarter than I first thought.

It was a great learning environment because there were many other students in my
age group and in similar positions. There was a great sense of camaraderie among
us and the tutors were excellent.

The Access to HE course gave me a head start at university in comparison to the
younger students coming in with A levels. 

Access to HE gave me the opportunity to start afresh, build a career and improve my
self-worth. Probably best of all I've made my parents very proud and happy.

'There were many
other students in 
my age group and 
in similar positions.'
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Case study 4: Nneka Akudolu
Nneka was working as a waitress before she enrolled on 
the Access to HE course. She is now a Criminal Barrister. 

'I definitely couldn't have
taken a degree without
first completing the
Access to HE course.' 
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Nneka Akudolu
1997: Access to Legal Studies, Tower Hamlets College
2001: LLB Law and Politics, Cardiff University
2002: Bar Vocational Course, called to the Bar
2007: Criminal Barrister, Chambers of Philip Singer QC
I was in a waitressing job, working anti-social hours for very little money. I had to
step back and look at my options, but with four GCSEs to my name I felt I didn't
really have many! 

I saw an advert for an Access to HE course taught at Tower Hamlets College. I didn't
have any particular career ambitions when I enrolled on the course - I just wanted to
get a degree and see where that took me. 

At the beginning of the course, I found it daunting 
to get back into studying and doing homework 
after being out of education for so long, but that
soon passed.

The tutors were incredibly helpful and motivating,
and the students supported and encouraged each
other. I was surprised I enjoyed the learning so
much. But the real highlight for me was when I 
received an offer of a place at Cardiff University. 

I definitely couldn't have taken a degree without first completing the Access to HE
course. I had bags of confidence after completing the course.

I now have a good job, which will hopefully enable me to be financially stable in the
future. My earning capacity has increased enormously. 

'I didn't have any particular
career ambitions when I
enrolled on the course - 
I just wanted to get a
degree and see where 
that took me.' 



16

Case study 5: Susan Nelson
Susan worked as a sales coordinator for a construction

company before she enrolled on the Access to HE course. 
She is now a course coordinator at a college. 

'The Access to HE
course gave me 

a level of fulfilment
that I hadn't

experienced before.'
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Susan Nelson
1992: Access to Humanities, Coleg Glan Hafren
1995: BSc (Econ) Hons Sociology, University of Wales,
Cardiff*
1997: MSc Sociology, University of Bristol
2006: PGCE, Cardiff University
2007: Access to HE course coordinator at Coleg
Llandrillo Cymru
My father was in the Army while I was growing up and this meant we moved around 
a lot. I'd been to 11 schools by the time I was 12 and I guess this messed up my
education. I left school at 15 with no qualifications and went to work as a goods
inward clerk. 

As time went by, I started to feel intellectually frustrated. I worked in a series of
unskilled jobs because I could never prove to anyone that I could do anything more
challenging. But all the time I felt sure I was capable of a lot more.   

I was 43 years old and a mother of two
school-aged children when a friend told me
about the Access to HE course. We decided
as a family that we could manage without 
my earnings for a year while I did the course. 

The Access to HE course gave me a level of fulfilment that I hadn't experienced before.
The tutors introduced us to subjects and ideas that we'd never come across before - it
opened our eyes to a new way of seeing things. The course was really well planned. 

The tutors were so enthusiastic and understood our learning needs really well. When
your confidence was beginning to wobble they'd step in with the right advice. As the
course progressed, I learnt how to get the best out of myself and I continued to apply
those skills throughout my time at university.

'The tutors were so
enthusiastic and understood
our learning needs really well.'

* now Cardiff University
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Case study 6: Scott Ellis
Scott worked as a coal miner before he enrolled on the

Access to HE course. He is now a college lecturer. 

'The Access to HE
course gave me 

a springboard 
into studying at a

higher level.'
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Scott Ellis
1998: Access to Social Sciences, North Derbyshire
Tertiary College*
2002: BA (Hons) Social Policy, Sheffield Hallam
University
2006: MA Social Science Research Methods, 
Sheffield Hallam University
2006: Certificate in Education, North Nottinghamshire
College
2007: Lecturer at The Dukeries College, Nottinghamshire
No-one from my immediate family had ever been to university. In the sort of
background I grew up in, that didn't come into the equation - you just left school and
went to work at the coalmine. I was 26 when I attended an open day at the college and
was advised to consider doing the Access to HE course. 

I decided to enrol on the part-time course to improve my
longer term career prospects. Initially I thought that I'd go
into a career in social work, but my interests changed as 
I progressed through my studies. 

To support my family during the course, I continued to work full-time at the coalmine
and managed to fit study in between my shifts. The course helped to improve my
knowledge, increase my confidence and raise my aspirations. I learnt how to manage
my time and how to prioritise. I found the assignments quite straightforward and it
was a great thrill to pass the course.

The things I learnt on the Access to HE course gave me a springboard into studying
at a higher level. After my degree I took an MA and got a distinction and an award 
for Best Overall Student. My working hours and conditions are now so much better,
my health has improved and all of these things have made a big difference to my
family's quality of life. 

'I learnt how to
manage my time and
how to prioritise.'

* now part of Chesterfield College
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'The Access to HE
course completely

changed my life. 
I had no idea 

that it would be
such a major

stepping stone to
other things'.

Case study 7: Sue Long
Sue was working in the housing department at a city council 

when she enrolled on the Access to HE course. She worked 
until recently as a further education access officer.
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Sue Long
1999: Access to Arts and Humanities, Cambridge
Regional College
2003: BA (Hons) History, Lucy Cavendish College,
University of Cambridge
2007: Further education access officer, University 
of Cambridge*
I left school at 15 years old with no qualifications. 
I thought you had to be super-brainy and super-rich
to go to university. No-one in my family had ever
been so there was no pressure. I did what everyone
did back then and took a typing course.

I was 45 years old, a mother of two and working in the housing department of the city
council when I found out about the Access to HE course. I'd done quite well in my
job but without a degree I couldn't go a lot further. 

I met people in professions where a degree was required and they weren't that
different from me. I started thinking 'maybe I've missed out here'.

The Access to HE course completely changed my life. I had no idea that it would be
such a major stepping stone to other things. It was probably the most crucial year 
of my life.

The tutors were absolutely fantastic. Many of them had also been mature students.
They knew how to motivate us and keep us going.

I got a real buzz out of being in the classroom with such a variety of people of
different ages, ethnicity and background. I made new friends, found I actually
enjoyed learning and I developed new interests. 

I kept thinking to myself 'I can't believe I've got this second chance'.

'I made new friends,
found I actually enjoyed
learning and I developed
new interests.' 

* Sue is currently enjoying a career break in South America.



Find out more about previous 
Access to HE students at
www.accesstohe.ac.uk
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Further information

If you would like further information on Access to HE courses in
your region, contact your local access validating agency (AVA). 

Assessment and Qualifications Alliance www.aqa.org.uk 

The Cambridge Access Validating Agency www.cava.ac.uk 

Hampshire Access Validating Agency www.hava.ac.uk 

Open College Network West Midlands Region www.ocnwmr.org.uk 

Open College Network Eastern Region www.ocner.org.uk 

Open College Network East Midlands Region www.ocnemr.org.uk 

Open College Network London Region www.ocnlr.org.uk 

Open College Network North East Region www.ocnner.org.uk

Open College of the North West www.ocnw.com 

Open College Network North West Region www.ocnnwr.org.uk 

Open College Network Oxford, Thames and Chiltern www.ocnotc.com 

Open College Network South East Region www.ocnser.org.uk 

Open College Network South West Region www.ocnswr.org.uk 

Open College Network Wales www.ocnwales.org.uk 

Open College Network Yorkshire and Humber Region www.ocnyhr.org.uk 
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About QAA
QAA regulates the national recognition of Access to HE courses. We are responsible
for assuring the quality of recognised courses and the adequacy of standards of
student achievement on these courses. 

To ensure we meet these responsibilities, we have established the QAA Recognition
Scheme for Access to Higher Education in England, Wales and Northern Ireland.

The Recognition Scheme has three elements: 

national level: QAA has overall responsibility for the management of the
framework, and the implementation of the Recognition Scheme

regional level: regionally responsive AVAs are licensed by QAA to approve
Access to HE courses and to award the Diploma to students

local level: providers of Access to HE courses deliver the courses and
recommend learners to the AVAs for the award of the Diploma.

Visit www.qaa.ac.uk 
to find out more about the work of QAA

Visit www.accesstohe.ac.uk 
to find out more about the Access to HE Diploma



The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education

Southgate House 
Southgate Street
Gloucester 
GL1 1UB

Tel 01452 557000
Fax 01452 557070
Email comms@qaa.ac.uk
Web www.qaa.ac.uk
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