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Abstract
This study explores how Higher Education students from non-traditional backgrounds perceive their readiness and preparedness to make the transition from university to work, after graduation. Thirteen students participated and each underwent a semi-structured interview exploring perceptions of their upcoming transition. Findings indicate that participants have mixed views about their readiness for work, with some expressing anxiety surrounding their future progression. Despite this, participants were positive about their preparedness for industry roles, highlighting elements of the practical and theoretical content of their courses as effective preparation for work. Furthermore, it was apparent that the participants’ non-traditional backgrounds influenced HE experiences and informed perceptions of readiness and preparedness for transition to work. The guidelines provided will help inform institutions on inherent challenges supporting students who are from non-traditional backgrounds.
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Introduction and Rationale
Higher Education (HE) is a major provider of industry’s skilled workforce, evidenced by 14 million graduates in the UK alone (ONS, 2021), and whilst the role of HE has been widely debated within literature, the betterment of self and the opportunity to enhance potential employment opportunities are among the main reasons why students complete undergraduate degrees (Garcia-Aracil et al., 2018). This supports a functionalist view of HE and its effectiveness being assessed in terms of its graduates’ impact on the capacity to contribute to society and economy (Lozano et al., 2013; Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004). It is apparent that HE and industry have a symbiotic relationship in terms of the labour market, with HE developing and upskilling individuals in preparation for industry demands, and industry utilising these skilled individuals to meet their specific organisational needs (Gill, 2020).
HE has the potential to be transformative for individuals, local communities, industry and for wider society (Vignoles and Murray, 2016; Lozano et al., 2013; Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004). However, David et al. (2009) asserts that if HE is going to be transformational for all then it must provide access to people from a wider range of backgrounds. Gill (2021) notes positive change after decades of government rhetoric and educational policy trying to widen participation, highlighting a visible increase in the number of students and Higher Education Institutions (HEI’s), as well as the diversity of study programmes being offered. This growth provides more opportunity than ever to engage with HE, irrespective of background.
In the UK, applying the term ‘non-traditional’ to students defines those who may be older than the usual 18–24-year-old undergraduate demographic, and/or students from ethnic minority backgrounds, as well as those who come from disadvantaged backgrounds, often from areas with high levels of socio-economic deprivation (HSED) whose experience and knowledge of HE is limited (Rogers, 2005). Gill (2021) outlines that attrition is much higher amongst HE students from non-traditional backgrounds, which is coupled with a lack of economic progression upon leaving HE when compared to other student groups (Vignoles and Murray, 2016). Therefore, research must further consider how effectively HE is preparing students from diverse non-traditional backgrounds for work, exploring and addressing the lack of economic progression.
Gill (2021) and Gale and Parker (2014) believe that the views of students from non-traditional backgrounds are underrepresented in research and further research is required to add to the corpus of inquiry on transitions. Gale and Parker (2014) believe that conceptualising transition as ‘becoming’ enables researchers to comprehend transitions as non-linear, developing a more dynamic account of student transition across a student’s broader life journey (Worth, 2009). There needs to be greater openness and flexibility about student transition, rather than rigidity, and utilising a paradigm from Gale and Parker’s (2014) typology may work towards this (Quinn, 2010). Therefore, this project will add to the body of knowledge surrounding HE students from what Rogers (2005) defines as non-traditional backgrounds, whilst adding to the body of research that Gale and Parker (2014) label as ‘becoming’, by exploring and contextualising how non-traditional students perceive their readiness and preparedness for a new stage of their life transition- progressing into work after graduation.

Further Context
Career Readiness
Universities are widely viewed as educational providers which are uniquely able to provide both knowledge and experiences to prepare students for future careers (Muñiz and Eimerbrink, 2018); emphasising the crucial role that HEI’s play in ‘career readiness’. Whilst McSweeney and Williams (2019, p.359) defined readiness as “the students’ perceptions of whether they feel capable…”, it is important for context to differentiate between that of readiness and career readiness. Therefore, the term career readiness will be defined as “possessing skills presumed necessary for workforce success” (Mattern et al., 2014). This definition encapsulates the multifaceted professional requirements, relevant knowledge, and technical skills that students require for specific job roles in industry (Muñiz and Eimerbrink, 2018).
The labour market mandates for a more highly educated and trained workforce, with a nation’s economy increasingly relying upon the quality and adaptability of its human capital to maintain its international strength (Malin et al., 2017). The increasing dependence of the labour market on skilled graduates was an antecedent to HE undergoing a ‘vocationalisation’ process, whereby institutions shifted away from educating an elite few on intellectual, moral, and civic values and moved to expand offerings of ‘professional education’ for the many (Grubb and Lazerson, 2005). In particular, post-1992 HEI’s recruit a large percentage of students to vocational based courses, often providing contemporary undergraduate degree titles, as opposed to Russel Group and Plate Glass universities (Gill, 2020). For example, sport and exercise related degrees are among the 10 most studied courses at university, with the number of students graduating with sport degrees far exceeding 10,000 annually (Winsley and Tong, 2014). Many of the students studying on these vocationally oriented sport related courses fit Rogers’ (2005) definition of students from non-traditional backgrounds and have benefitted from the widening participation agenda (Gill, 2020, 2021). Koivisto et al. (2010) posit that it is increasingly important to understand student demographics and their transition to work, especially when the labour market is evolving rapidly.
The concept of career readiness has been explored extensively in HE research, albeit with limited scope on specific demographics. Often the research has a very specific disciplinary focus, with the majority of literature focusing upon courses that are deemed ‘professional’ and provide a licence to work upon graduation, such as social work (McSweeney and Williams, 2019; Sharpe et al., 2011; Tham and Lynch, 2014), nursing (Jamieson et al., 2019; Mirza et al., 2019; Rusch, et al., 2019; Schmitt and Lancaster, 2019) and medicine (Al-Ziftawi et al., 2020; Bleakley and Brennan, 2011; Lagali-Jirge and Umarani, 2014). However, there is a dearth of literature published from broader disciplinary perspectives outside of health and allied health professional training. This research aims to explore non-traditional students transition from sport related courses into the world of work. Whilst there isn’t contextualised literature for sport related courses and people form non-traditional backgrounds, there may be commonalities that exist broadly between disciplinary areas that are largely vocational.

Preparedness
Muñiz and Eimerbrink (2018) suggest that ‘preparedness’ is a synonym of readiness in most disciplines, and whilst the terms are somewhat interdependent, McSweeney and Williams (2019) contest that preparedness has a broader purpose facilitating perceptions of readiness. However, it would be remiss to not acknowledge that “preparedness is a contested concept” (Tham and Lynch, 2014, p.706), with McSweeney and Williams (2019) critiquing that self-rated preparedness could be a “measure of confidence rather than actual ability” (Galvani and Forrester, 2011, p.434).
In the specific context of employment, Koivisto et al. (2010, p.872) use the term ‘employment preparedness’ which indicates “a goal state of readiness to respond to uncertain outcomes in the domains of job search and the subsequent organisational entry process”. Sweeny et al. (2006) posit that employment preparedness is a multifaceted term which includes the readiness of individuals to act on opportunities, as well as the readiness and capability to cope with barriers and setbacks in pursuit of desired goals. Therefore, employment preparedness essentially consists of both self-efficacy and resilience, which are seen as individual characteristics that contribute to individuals’ adjustment to life transitions (Dietrich et al., 2012; Koivisto et al., 2010; Salmela-Aro and Vuori, 2015).
Lazarides et al. (2017, p.152) states that self-efficacy beliefs are generally defined as “individuals’ confidence in their own ability to implement the actions required to accomplish certain tasks (Bandura, 1977, Bandura, 1986)”. Therefore, in the context of preparedness for transitions, “self-efficacy beliefs are conceptualised as individual characteristics that enable individuals to accomplish behaviours that are related to a successful life transition” (Lazarides et al., 2017, p.152). Resilience against setbacks, otherwise known as ‘inoculation’, refers to personal skills that help individuals manage stressors and maintain goal-oriented behaviour in times of adversity (Meichenbaum, 1985; Salmela-Aro et al., 2010).
Research in the area predominantly focuses upon adolescents’ preparedness for transition to work after secondary education (Koivisto et al., 2010; Salmela-Aro and Vuori, 2015; Salmela-Aro et al., 2012; Vuori and Vinokur, 2005). However, in recent times there has been a greater focus upon HE student’s preparedness for the transition to work (Calma et al., 2019; Deters et al., 2020; Garcia-Aracil et al., 2018; Ottrey et al., 2021). Whilst few of these articles focus on non-traditional students/courses, all students within the previously cited research are either undertaking or planning to undertake a significant step in their life transition by moving from full-time education into employment, therefore, commonalities may exist between findings.

Transition, Work and Non-traditional Graduates
Ecclestone et al. (2010) state that there isn’t accord on what should be considered a ‘transition’ because it is a complex and diverse process, which is very personal to an individual. Anderson et al. (2011) simply identified transition as an event requiring change, which impacts upon connections with people, life patterns and adopting specific roles. This involves new learning in a new environment; therefore, transition is often seen as an opportunity to grow and develop personally and/or professionally. Reflecting upon these views in literature, Gale and Parker (2014, p.737) constructed a succinct but broad definition of transition, which is “the capability to navigate change”. Definitions of transition indicate the concept of ‘change’; however, Gale and Parker’s (2014) definition adds an element of ‘conflict’, with importance placed upon the capability and resources of an individual to engage with change conditions, despite not having full control or knowledge about what is to come. Utilising a wide-ranging definition limits neglecting any important information surrounding transition because it doesn’t fit into a “specific and/or narrowed theoretical framework” (Gill, 2021, p.5). 
Furthermore, Gale and Parker (2014) outlined a three-paradigm typology to structure transition research in HE, comprising of ‘induction’, ‘development’ and ‘becoming’. The typology frames Gale and Parker’s (2014) definition of transition, each drawing on legitimate forms of knowledge, particularly the notion of ‘academic capital’’ (Bourdieu, 1988). This research adds to the ‘becoming’ body of knowledge by exploring students’ lived realities and perceptions of HE experiences. It is felt that research in this paradigm provides a more student sympathetic account, shining a spotlight on the least understood areas of HE transition research (García-Aracil, 2021; Gale and Parker, 2014).
Holmes (2013) speaks of a possession approach to academic learning where skills, competencies, and attributes are seen as if they are capable of being acquired, retained, and used to achieve success in the workplace (Bathmaker, 2021), a notion reinforced by a competitive jobs market. Institutions and graduates often assimilate specific characteristics, skills and attributes that lead others to ascribe to them the identity of being a person worthy of employment (Holmes, 2013). However, with industry quickly changing and fewer structured career pathways, individuals are increasingly being expected to take responsibility for creating and making their own chances (Bathmaker, 2021).
There is significant research demonstrating individuals are not equally positioned to create their own chances. It is evident that an individual’s background does affect their transitional experiences from undergraduate study to work (Allen, 2016; Bathmaker, 2021; Bathmaker et al., 2013, 2016; Bradley and Waller, 2017; Burke, 2015; Moreau and Leathwood, 2006). Students from non-traditional backgrounds suffer from a lack of economic progression after leaving university with social status, gender and ethnicity permeating the students’ experiences (Vignoles and Murray, 2016). Bathmaker (2021) explains that this directly affects “the possibilities for career self-management, … as well as influencing the ways in which ‘employable graduate’ identities are ascribed to individuals by employers … (Brown and Hesketh, 2004; McCracken et al., 2016; Morrison, 2014)”. Therefore, it is argued that the wider conversation of employability and its focus on individual responsibility, irrespective of social inequalities, has detrimental outcomes for graduates from non-traditional backgrounds (Moreau and Leathwood, 2006). Consequently, this research must explore how effectively HE is preparing students from non-traditional backgrounds for work after graduation, addressing the lack of economic progression and students’ awareness of the impact that their own background could have on their career progression.
Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice (1977) will be utilised to help contextualise student experiences. Bathmaker (2021, p.80) posits that Bourdieu uses specific sociological constructs, such as ‘field’, ‘capital’ and ‘habitus’ to understand the social landscape and highlight the mechanisms of power and inequality in different social spaces (Bourdieu, 1977, 1985, 1998). For context, social structures (fields) can be understood as environments wherein social agents (individuals with unique dispositions, called habitus) interact and fight for resources (capital) to increase their standing in the field (Bourdieu 1977; Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). These concepts are not static but constantly evolving and work in relation to each other (Balmer et al., 2015), and provide “a useful lens for understanding how students from non-traditional backgrounds are shaped by, and simultaneously are shaping their social contexts” (Balmer et al., 2015, p.1073). Notable research using Bourdieu’s theoretical model to further understand students’ transition to work includes Balmer et al. (2015), Bathmaker (2021), Bathmaker et al. (2013), Burke et al. (2020), Katartzi and Hayward (2020) and Tomlinson (2017), amongst others.

Method
The methodology was underpinned by an interpretivist research paradigm. The findings have been reflexively contextualised and comprise a truth, rather than the truth (McLeod, 2001), which is evident when applying methodology from the perspective of relativist epistemology of interpretivism. Reeves and Hedberg (2003, p.32) note that “the interpretivist paradigm stresses the need to put analysis in context and that it is mostly concerned with understanding the world as it is from the subjective experiences of individuals”.
Creswell (2003, p.8) believes that interpretivist research relies upon the “participants' views of the situation being studied” and is predominantly explored utilising a qualitative methodology. Therefore, in line with the interpretivist paradigm and based on the requirement to develop an understanding of students’ perceptions, a qualitative study design was chosen, utilising semi-structured individual interviews as the primary method of data collection. Using semi-structured interviews decreases the influence of the researcher over the interview process and hence gives a more prominent role to the participants' opinion (Madriz, 2000). The semi-structured interview guide was based loosely on previous research conducted in the area by Garcia-Aracil et al. (2018), Gill (2021), and McSweeney and Williams (2019).
Having gained ethical approval, participants were recruited from a cohort of third year undergraduate students, enrolled on the final year of a sports related undergraduate degree course at a post-1992 HEI in the West Midlands of England. A purposive sampling approach was utilised (Gill, 2021; Holt et al., 2012; Patton, 2002), with specific sampling criteria established a priori to recruit participants from non-traditional backgrounds who could provide the most insightful responses to the research question. Thirty-two third year students on sport and exercise undergraduate degree courses were invited to participate in this small-scale research project, with the following inclusion criteria: students over the age of eighteen with no known vulnerabilities; currently studying in semester two of their final year of study; planning to progress into employment after university; residing within the city of Stoke on Trent. Fourteen students volunteered to participate in the research, with one student withdrawing their involvement in the project prior to data collection, producing comparable participant numbers to studies in the area by Pike and Harrison (2011) and McSweeney (2014). The mean age of the participants at the start of their involvement in the research was 23.2 years, with a standard deviation of 1.6 years.
It was important that the participants from non-traditional backgrounds came from the city of Stoke on Trent in the West Midlands of England, where the post-1992 HEI is located, and which is an area characterised by high levels of social deprivation. The Indices of Multiple Deprivation 2019 ranked the area as the thirteenth most deprived local authority (out of 317) in England, with over half of areas classified among the most deprived twenty percent in England, and approximately one-third of areas (32%) fall into the most deprived ten percent of areas in England (Public Health England, 2020).
The semi-structured individual interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams and lasted for an average duration of forty-six minutes per interview, equating to a cumulative duration of nine hours and fifty-eight minutes. The semi-structured interviews were audio-recorded to ensure information was accurately recalled when transcribing, using a naturalistic approach. In accordance with Birt et al. (2016) good practice etiquette, transcript member checking was utilised, with transcribed interviews sent back to participants to engage with and add to where appropriate; with a focus upon clarity and accuracy of original transcriptions. Birt et al. (2016) and Merrill (2015) believe that this strategy is useful in helping to build trustworthiness.
Thematic analysis was used to identify, analyse, and report upon patterns (themes) within the data, ultimately helping to interpret various aspects of the research topic (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Gratton and Jones’ (2010) guidelines were utilised for the thematic analysis to ensure a rigorous but flexible systematic process, which emphasises that assumptions are consistent with the way the data is conceptualised (Byrne, 2022; Braun and Clarke, 2006). These guidelines ensured that a framework for undertaking coding was followed, which initially required relevant statements to be assigned a code, these codes were then placed into first order categories, and finally key themes were formed. Gill (2021) supports the use of thematic analysis within transition research, highlighting that much research around student transition has used thematic analysis due to its logical nature of grouping and categorising key data to highlight themes, trends and relationships.

Findings, Analysis and Discussion
Diverse themes emerged from the data, however, there was a degree of commonality within the students’ perceptions of their readiness and preparedness for work, enabling the analysed data to be quantified into four key themes. Thematic data analysis elicited two-hundred and ninety-seven significant statements in total, which were categorised into forty-seven data codes, subsequently grouped into fourteen first-order themes, and culminated in the emergence of four key themes. These key themes were as follows: knowledge and competencies; effective preparation; readiness for work; socio-demographic characteristics.
The findings of this research are illustrated in Figure 1 and each of the key themes are examined and discussed within the sub-sections below.
[INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE]

Key Theme: Readiness for Work
Gill’s (2021, p.419) research emphasises that “transition to HE is an anxious time for students”, which echoes Gill (2020; 2019; 2017), Postareff et al. (2017) and McSweeney (2014) research findings when exploring transition to HE. However, it appears that this phenomenon is also present when exploring perceptions of an upcoming transition to work. The participants had mixed views about their readiness to progress into the labour market, with nerves, worry or apprehension surrounding progression into industry related roles. Participants noted,

“… whilst I came to university to improve my chances of getting a job in the future, I am unsure whether I am ready to leave and work full-time. … I’m just not ready for university to end and don’t want to ‘stress’ about jobs.”

“To go from university to full-time work seems like a big jump… do I have enough experience? … I want a good job and I’m excited by it but I’m not sure if I’m quite ready for it. … it’s a bit nerve wracking but almost everybody does it.” 

Despite the prevalence of anxiety for some participants, it did not significantly dampen spirits surrounding their upcoming transition to work. Like McSweeney and Williams (2019) findings, participants expressed views of excitement and readiness, despite being unsure of what the future held for them. The comments below support Muñiz and Eimerbrink (2018) view that universities play a crucial role in career readiness by preparing students with a blend of both knowledge and experience to further increase their employability and attractiveness to employers. Participants noted,

“I’m looking forward to getting a full-time job but I’m still a bit unsure about what I want to do and where I want to go. … there’s a lot of competition for jobs…”.

“… I feel ready for it [work], I have skills that could be attractive to employers that I’ve developed at university and on placement… and I’m looking forward to exploring my opportunities soon”.

There was a feeling amongst some participants that industry employers had specific expectations of graduates within the workplace, which may have added to the anxiety felt by participants and the participants expressing views about not feeling ready. Furthermore, the competitiveness of the graduate job market was something that participants were acutely aware of. Participants noted,

“I know that I’m ready to start my career, however, it is hard to get a job at the moment… there’s a lot of competition for graduate jobs…”.

“Employers have high expectations for graduate’s, especially if you come in at a graduate level. … I’m confident but I’ll have to prove myself to others again…”.

The participants demonstrated career readiness when referring to professional requirements, relevant knowledge, and technical skills; which were highlighted by Muñiz and Eimerbrink (2018) as key requirements for specific job roles in industry. The findings resoundingly echoed Mattern et al. (2014) career readiness definition of possessing skills presumed necessary for workforce success. Most participants appear to be aware of their inexperience and that it is a very competitive graduate job market, however, there was also a readiness amongst participants to progress into work, which are akin to McSweeney’s (2014) findings.
Grounded in Bourdieu’s social theory, most participants demonstrated attitudes which supported what Tomlinson (2017, p.345) defines as ‘identity capital’, which is “the level of personal investment a graduate makes towards the development of their future career and employability”. With participants (social agents) believing that the development of employability skills (habitus) at university can be used as capital to progress within their chosen fields.

Key Theme: Effective Preparation
The participants perceived themselves to be highly self-efficacious in their preparedness for industry related roles, even if confidence in their readiness to leave university was in question. All participants were complimentary of their courses’ curriculum content and specifically the practice-based elements of the curriculum (placements, work experience and practical content) in preparing them with the necessary skills and understanding for work. Participants noted,

“The modules on my course are great, with lots of practical sessions to apply the things we learn in lectures. … I think that all of the practice we get [on our course] will only help me when it comes to getting a job after I graduate”.

“… the amount of practical and workshop sessions that we have on the course is helping to prepare me for [future] work …”.

These findings support García-Aracil et al. (2018, p.7) beliefs that a practice-based curriculum will have “a positive impact upon students’ perceptions of their preparedness for the transition to work”. The participants’ sport related courses are largely vocational, providing modular learning with a blended academic and vocational curriculum, which may better prepare students for labour needs when compared to traditional academic curriculums found in Russel Group and Plate Glass universities (Gill, 2019).
There was a positive association amongst participants between attendance and engagement, and ultimately preparedness for the transition to work. Participants noted,

“I have worked hard to attend and contribute to as many of my lessons as I can… which will hopefully prepare me well for after graduation [when I start work]”.

“… lessons and assessments have been useful in enabling me to understand the requirements of employers. …my attendance has been good this year because I don’t want to miss out on something that will be needed [in employment]”.

This contradicts Garcia-Aracil et al. (2018), where a negative association was found between students’ perception of regular attendance and preparedness for the transition to work. However, the positive association may potentially come from the students’ non-traditional backgrounds, who specifically reside in an area of high socio-economic deprivation, therefore, students are often working to support themselves, sometimes families, whilst simultaneously studying (Gill, 2021, 2017; Moreau and Leathwood 2006). These prior experiences of work may contribute to a positive perception of their preparedness for transition to work, which is supported by Almeida et al. (2012), Derous and Ryan (2008) and Thompson et al. (2013) findings.
The participants universally praised the high quality of lecturing staff within the sport department, citing them as an effective resource in their preparation for the transition into work. The academic staffs’ industry experience provided a platform for important knowledge exchange and exploration of industry requirements. Participants noted,

“The lecturers at uni are great. …they have worked in sport at high levels and understand what is required to succeed [in industry] …”.

“We learn so much from our lecturers about what skills and knowledge we must have as graduates, going into the sport industry [after graduation]. …we are lucky that such experts are there to supervise and support. …I know that I can apply what I have learnt into a full-time [industry] role…”.

Gill (2017) previously identified self-efficacy as an issue in roles that are new to students, however, Gill’s (2021) assertion that academic staff may be able to off-set the effect of this with high quality teaching, information and guidance is validated further based on these findings. McSweeney (2014) posited that if instructions from academic staff are clear, relevant to goals and developmental to learning, it motivates students and makes them more optimistic about their learning; consequently, developing greater self-efficacy. Perceived self-efficacy and resilience are seen by Dietrich et al. (2012), Koivisto et al. (2010), and Salmela-Aro and Vuori (2015) as key characteristics that contribute to an individuals adjustment to life transitions.
Through the lens of Bourdieu (1977), it is apparent that students have learned to secure capital in the form of industry required knowledge and social connections with university staff, as well as capital in the form of practical skills, which can be applied to specific job roles. These capital gains appear to enhance perceptions of preparedness in students from non-traditional backgrounds. The findings are congruent with Balmer et al. (2015) assertions that students from non-traditional backgrounds have a greater influence on shaping their own habitus, whilst simultaneously shaping their social contexts due to their nuanced backgrounds.

Key Theme: Knowledge and Competencies
Findings indicated that practical and theoretical content of HE courses had an impact on the participants perceptions of their readiness and preparedness for the transition into work after graduation. Participants noted,

“… the theory sessions have been really interesting and enabled me to break down my [coaching] practice and analyse my approach… this level of understanding is helping me be a much better coach [practitioner]”.

“My placement was great in preparing me for what comes next [work]. … I applied stuff I learnt from lectures and practical’s, which helped a lot.”

Regardless of background, the findings were akin to Garcia-Aracil et al. (2018) and McSweeney and Williams (2019), where theoretical knowledge obtained from education is considered the foundation for development of practical competencies (Garcia-Aracil et al., 2018; Allen and Van der Velden, 2012). The practical application of knowledge and skill in a learning environment develops self-efficacy in students’ perceptions of their work competencies, which is similar to those from more traditional backgrounds (Edwards, 2014; Illing et al., 2013; Turner, 2014).
The practical content of the participants’ sport related courses offer both work-experience and placements in an industry related role. Participants noted that these work-based experiences provided an opportunity to apply and practice what they had learned from both a theoretical and practical perspective, whilst developing additional knowledge relevant to the workplace (McSweeney and Williams, 2019). Unlike previous literature, there wasn’t a negative response from participants surrounding the work-related elements of courses not fully replicating the workplace (Agllias, 2010; Wilson, 2013; McSweeney and Williams, 2019). However, most of the extant literature focuses upon multiple/extended placement experiences, which are often professional practice courses, where students are required to meet industry-set criteria/competencies both in simulated practice and through work experience, which by design is much more rigid than sport related courses.
Aracil-Garcia et al. (2018, p.9) posit that work-related experiences may not be the most significant indicator of how well prepared a student is for the transition to work, instead the ‘meta-competencies’ (Sussman et al., 2014) which “enhance an individual’s learning and self-evaluation through work experience (whether study related or not), could be more helpful for career development”; which is a view also shared by Yorke and Knight (2006). Participants mentioned the following meta-competencies as being important to their transition into work: critical thinking, problem-solving, collaboration, teamwork. Students noted,

“… the skills I now have, such as problem-solving and being able to critically analyse situations will really be helpful in the future…”.

“I work with people from a wide variety of backgrounds… I have experience working with old people, young people… also those with learning difficulties. Being able to assess what they need and adapt what I do is important to my job success”.

“… a lot of work-experience I have been involved in means working in a team and with other individuals. …having a deep interest in sport and studying a sports course has prepared me for working in a team…”.

It is likely that the combined theoretical and practical curriculum of courses is directly related to the development of these meta-competencies. Bakker et al. (2014) and Rocca (2010) found links between engagement with lecture-based course content and critical thinking and problem-solving skills. Furthermore, there is a perspective shared by Aracil-Garcia et al. (2018), Vinson et al. (2010) and Tomlinson (2007) that a collaborative ethos within a practice-based curriculum could better replicate industry roles. This is evident in the findings, with participants noting the development of collaboration and teamwork competencies as key to their transition, which is likely a product of their courses’ vocational foci. Both theoretical and practical elements of a curriculum have a significant impact upon the students’ perceptions of their preparedness to work (Garcia-Aracil et al., 2018), where theoretical knowledge enables the development of specific meta-competencies (Bakker et al., 2014; Rocca, 2010). These meta-competencies may be the basis for the development of more specific and nuanced practical competencies (Aracil-Garcia et al., 2018; Allen and Van der Velden, 2012).
The findings support Holmes’ (2013) view of students having a ‘possession’ approach to HE, where students perceive graduate skills, competences, and attributes as if they are tangible and capable of being acquired and possessed to achieve labour market success. Through the lens of Bourdieu (1977), the practical and theoretical learning, as well as the competencies that are learned and developed through these experiences, can be understood as a set of ‘graduate capitals’, which significantly influence habitus within the field (labour market). Bathmaker (2021, p.80) outlines specific resources present benefits and advantages for graduates, which include “a range of educational, social, cultural, and psycho-social dimensions and are acquired through graduates’ formal and informal experiences”.

Key Theme: Socio-demographic Characteristics
Participants’ non-traditional backgrounds influence their HE experience and inform perceptions surrounding their readiness and preparedness to transition to work after graduation. It was noticeable that age and maturity played a role in their perceptions. Participants noted,

“I came to university later than most, after a couple of years working… this provides me with a different perspective and understanding compared to some others. … I need this qualification to get a good job …”.

“I’ve grown a lot during the course. At first, I was at uni to just enjoy myself… although now I’ve done that my focus is on learning as much as possible before I finish”.

The findings support assertions that alongside increasing age comes an ‘intellectual growth’ from the HE journey, which has a positive effect on perceptions of preparedness for work (Garcia-Aracil et al., 2018; Tomlinson, 2007). Although, Froehlich et al. (2015) issues a warning surrounding age, adding that caution is needed when interpreting data because age is a variable that is “difficult to disentangle from other variables related to developmental changes” (Garcia-Aracil et al., 2018, p.9).
Most of the participants were aware of a competitive labour market in Stoke on Trent and wanted to improve their knowledge, skills and understanding to ensure that they could prosper from local employment opportunities or move further afield for work. Participants noted,

“… it is a competitive environment… nobody just gives you a job. … you have to ensure that you are prepared as much as possible for when we graduate and have to find a job. … I did this course to have better [job] prospects”.

“I may not stick around here when I graduate. I’ll go wherever a job takes me- if it looks interesting, I’ll apply. I’m competing against everybody else who did my course this year, last year…”.

Students require both industry knowledge and experience to fully prepare for their future careers (Muñiz and Eimerbrink, 2018). Highlighting the role that universities have in building confidence, self-efficacy and ultimately career readiness. Students from non-traditional backgrounds view university as a functional platform to develop the necessary knowledge and experience, preparing them for their future careers in industry, which only reinforces the crucial role HEI’s have in career readiness.
People are increasingly required to complete higher levels of education to compete in a dynamic labour market (Ashton and Bynner 2011; Blossfeld et al., 2005; Settersten et al., 2015), adding weight to the notion that HE is no longer seen as a luxury (Schoon and Bynner, 2019). Although, participants from non-traditional backgrounds appear to view HE as a necessary vehicle for those who want a job in industry, with decent pay and good prospects (Gill, 2017; 2019; Blossfeld et al., 2005).
HE is a free-market for individuals to choose their own path, however, there is still evidence of unequal access to educational and career opportunities based upon a person’s background (Antonucci et al., 2014; Schoon and Lyons-Amos, 2016; 2017). Whilst these themes were not directly evident in the findings, there were perhaps signs that indicated a person’s background effected their ability to both access and study in HE. Participants noted,

“My parents hadn’t been to university… and have asked me many times why I didn’t just get a full-time job instead. … they don’t understand what opportunities it will bring me in the future”.

“People who come from where I do, don’t go to uni. It was all new to me, new to my mum and step-dad…”.

Individuals from non-traditional backgrounds could be disadvantaged due to a lack of social and cultural capital before and during their studies. Before progressing to university, the social and cultural capital that a person has accrued may unknowingly assist in accessing certain opportunities (O’Brien, 2022). For example, if you are the first in your family to access HE, you could be at a certain disadvantage compared to those from more traditional backgrounds (O’Shea, 2015), who may have access to social and cultural capital in the form of knowledge and networks from people who have previously experienced university. Considering that access to university is valuable in providing new opportunities to develop capital through education, networks and work-related experiences, it is imperative that there is substantial support to enable people from non-traditional backgrounds to access HE. The participants specifically noted the competitive nature of the job market and having to compete against others to achieve their career ambitions, which indicates that they are aware that social and cultural capital can provide an advantage with regards to what could be desirable qualities for industry employers (O’Brien, 2022).
Bourdieu (1983) and Bathmaker et al. (2013) use the analogy of a game to explain social and cultural capital with students. The game is comparable to life, and it takes knowledge, skill and logic to achieve the best outcome, with social and cultural capital being the untold rules with which you can gain an advantage. O’Brien (2022, p.56) bemoans that “as helpful as social and cultural capital is and as useful as the benefits are to the overall game-play, without all the knowledge on how the game is played, the other team gets an advantage, and the game becomes unfair”. This is where the students from traditional backgrounds and those from more non-traditional backgrounds become separated by capital.

Implications of Research
The findings provide a unique opportunity to offer guidance based around four emerging themes. The following guidelines will help inform post-1992 HEI’s on how to best support and prepare final year students from non-traditional backgrounds as they progress into an increasingly competitive labour market. They are as follows:

· Readiness: Institutions have a responsibility to balance academic [knowledge] and practice-based education [knowledge through experience] within their curricula to adequately prepare students for work. If not, anxiety could affect their perceived readiness to leave university and transition into the world of work.

· Preparedness: Students from non-traditional backgrounds feel prepared for the transition to work after graduation, having used their experience to secure capital in the form of industry knowledge, social connections, relationships with faculty staff, as well as theoretical knowledge and practical competencies; despite possibly not having access to these prior to attending university. Therefore, there is a responsibility upon HEI’s and their staff to understand peoples’ backgrounds, whilst providing opportunities to engage with local and regional employers. This bespoke educational offer will ensure that students can access opportunities and capital to further prepare themselves for work.

· Knowledge and Competencies: Students from non-traditional backgrounds utilise theoretical knowledge to develop practical competencies, enhancing confidence in their own abilities and perceived self-efficacy in specific work-related activities. Therefore, HEI’s must ensure that curricula are developed to not just provide theoretical knowledge but enable students to apply knowledge into a practical setting, where they can ‘test’ their skills and develop competencies associated with industry. For example, ensuring that courses have mandatory placements and practical experiences within them.

· Socio-demographic Characteristics: Students from non-traditional backgrounds are aware of inequality in education and future career opportunities based upon an individual’s background. It is imperative that support is provided to enable people from non-traditional backgrounds to not only access HE but to thrive within it. Access to university is valuable in providing new opportunities to develop capital through education, networks, and work-related experiences, which some might not have had in the past. Faculties, departments and central services must work towards bridging the gap with students to ensure that they build capital throughout their HE journey, with little expectation of previously developed capital.

Despite a relatively small sample size and participants being drawn from a final year cohort within one post-1992 university, the findings provide a valuable insight into the subjective viewpoints of students from non-traditional backgrounds. The purposive sampling used to recruit volunteers, as well as familiarity with the researcher, may lend itself to greater bias and assumption forming (Etikan et al., 2016). However, despite commonalities, it was evident that participants views were not exclusively influenced by their interaction with university educators but by personal views, experiences, or interaction with practitioners through work-based learning.
The conceptual approach of the research fitted into what Gale and Parker (2014) term as the ‘becoming’ phase of transition research. Gale and Parker (2014, p.747) posit that “many of the problems associated with these conceptual silences could be addressed in future research that explicitly names how it defines transition”. Therefore, the conceptual approach was outlined at the earliest stage to provide positionality for the reader, enabling them to understand the research in relation to other definitions and approaches in the wide-ranging field of educational transition research, whilst providing policy makers, researchers, and practitioners with the wherewithal to subject it to critique.
The application of Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice (1977) was a useful mechanism to understand the social landscape and highlight the mechanisms of “power and inequality in different social spaces” (Bathmaker, 2021, p. 80). Future research using this theoretical framework could provide insight into how field, capital, and habitus inform non-traditional students’ transition throughout their educational journey, not just within the final year of study. Finally, it is important to understand the researchers own position in education and research, and how this may bias findings. Interpretations were based on the understanding of Bourdieu’s key concepts in relation to the data, however, this provides only the perspective of the researcher, excluding from consideration other valid perspectives.
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