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Introduction

1.	Aimhigher is unique in that it is the only educational programme which works across all phases of education to support the progression of young people. It requires institutions (i.e. schools, colleges, local authorities, higher education providers and others) with differing and sometimes competing objectives to work together in pursuit of a common goal. Aimhigher partnerships have shown that they provide an effective brokerage for the development of a network of cross or inter-phase relationships, common practices and shared values. 

[bookmark: _Purpose_of_the]Purpose of the Review

2.	Aimhigher partnerships have been in place since 2004 bringing together two similar but separate programmes: the DFES funded Excellence Challenge (2001) and the HEFCE/LSC funded Partnerships for Progression (2002) into one integrated Aimhigher Programme. From the outset, the funders wished to devolve decisions about the use of Aimhigher funding to the new partnerships so that there would be a high degree of localised autonomy. Partners faced the challenge of devising joint working arrangements and provision which reflected localised needs. This document provides a summary of a report submitted to Action on Access, on behalf of HEFCE, and is the outcome of an informal review of the effectiveness of Aimhigher partnerships undertaken in the autumn of 2009. 

The review focussed on the following issues:

· The way in which partnerships operate, i.e. the management models in use.
· The strengths of and key challenges to Aimhigher partnerships. 
· The effectiveness of the brokerage provided by Aimhigher partnerships.
· The perceptions of partners about the ‘added value’ of Aimhigher partnerships.
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There is no ‘single model’ for managing the Aimhigher programme

3.	Aimhigher partnerships operate in a wide variety of contexts across educational phases and have to facilitate complex, and often complicated, relationships. An evaluation study carried out by EKOS (EKOS 2007)[footnoteRef:1] noted that, whilst a more centralised approach to management approaches has benefits, most partnerships tend to operate models of partnership with a blend of centralised and decentralised characteristics. Significant resources have been allocated to the provision of an infrastructure which enables the programme to operate and responses from various partners indicate that this represents value for money. A senior manager in a higher education institution (HEI) stated as follows: [1:  “ EKOS Area Studies” published in April 2007 is available at: http://www.aimhigher.ac.uk/sites/practitioner/programme_information/monitoring_and_evaluation/archive/ekos ] 


“Aimhigher makes a very significant contribution to our widening participation work and our overall mission. Aimhigher features strongly in our Widening Participation Strategic Assessment[footnoteRef:2]. I think that Aimhigher is brilliant – exactly the right model which has emerged from the primordial soup of Excellence Challenge and P4P – what has emerged is a coherent functioning being.” [2:  “Request for widening participation Strategic Assessments” HEFCE 2009 is available at: http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2009/09_01/ 
] 


4.	Following a change in national funding for Aimhigher a partnership manager reported further consolidation, or centralisation, of the programme offered by the partnership:

“We went back to basic principles and objectives and agreed the best way to use the funding to ensure that we could offer learners an agreed core programme of opportunities whilst retaining flexibility at local level to differentiate to meet local needs.” 

5.	Referring to the Aimhigher infrastructure and the activity that it facilitated a school deputy headteacher stated:

“We are very happy with the impact and work of the programme in our school, and in particular the support and advice of [the Aimhigher Field Officer]. He has proved very good at keeping our focus, driving through initiatives, with patience and good humour! If we were to suggest an improvement to an already excellent service it would be to try to organise the programme in the summer of the previous academic year. Most schools finalise and publish calendars at that time, and can make changes to accommodate Aimhigher more efficiently then, rather than in September/October. 
“Several learners have been significantly improved in terms of these aspirations and outlooks in school. We will be looking this year to measure the impact on their actual achievement as well as a development in our own work with the partnership this year.”
Similarly a deputy headteacher in another school stated as follows:

“I can only express complete admiration for the professional job conducted by our Aimhigher link – Mrs [X]. The programme of events she co-ordinates across all the key stages is excellent both in variety and efficient communication.”
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Aimhigher partnerships have secured the engagement of key partners 

6.	A significant proportion of Aimhigher funding has gone into the provision of democratic governance and partnership infrastructures which have secured the engagement of partners. In addition, the Aimhigher field officers along with Aimhigher staff in HEIs, schools, further education colleges (FECs) and local authorities are considered critical to the success of the brokering function provided by Aimhigher partnerships as each represents an identifiable reference point in cross sector exchanges. The Aimhigher partnership infrastructure also provides opportunities for networking, sharing of good practice and the generation of social capital. A response from a school partner was as follows:

“It [Aimhigher] is based on strong and supportive relationships and is responsive to need rather than being a purely formulaic response.”

Asked if Aimhigher had improved links with higher education (HE) the school partner stated:

“Yes without a doubt – an example would be the mentors who come in from the local university to work with our older students on their English/Mathematics. 

“In addition to the example given above, the opportunities to visit higher education and to work on study skills and aspiration, etc., has increased interest and motivation to achieve. Our students are very positive about the additional opportunities they have experienced and, when we evaluated impact last year, were positive about trips to universities and other workshops provided. Our parents have not been asked specifically but have provided tacit support for what we have done.”

7.	A senior manager in a HEI confirmed the commitment of the institution to the partnership:

“Partnerships with external organisations and with our own Students’ Union are a critical element of our strategy for delivery of WP. We are a committed partner in Aimhigher and the relationships built through partnership, not least with the University of X and the University of Y, are a critical element of our widening participation strategy. Aimhigher provides this relationship with a structure and access to a wider network of contacts. The regular meetings of the Aimhigher Executive and Partnership Committee on which all HEIs are represented allow for the HE voice to be heard and for a role to be played in decision-making. Crucially, the Aimhigher concept, structure and operational model allow the HE providers to present to schools and colleges an integrated and coherent programme of awareness and aspiration raising opportunities. It provides a forum for providers to plan provision together thereby avoiding duplication and also complementing each other’s strengths and priorities.” 

8.	Another senior manager in a university linked the institution’s commitment to the partnership with the achievement of institutional objectives:

“[The] University is a key partner two Aimhigher partnerships.  As such, our commitment to the successful delivery of their objectives is linked to the delivery of our own.  Hence, if we are successful in working with the partnerships we will also be successful.  If the Aimhigher objectives are not met, there is a good chance that neither will the University’s.”

A partnership manager stated as follows:

“We had to invest time in bringing everybody up to speed and agreeing common frameworks for practice.  This has stood us in amazingly good stead ever since.  People – both from the local authorities and from the HEIs – really felt like they had shaped the partnership and the approach.”  

Aimhigher partnerships provide effective brokerage between partners for the delivery of activity designed to widen participation in higher education

9.	HEIs, FECs, schools and local authorities welcome the infrastructure provided by the Aimhigher partnership as this not only provides an expert brokering function reducing duplication of effort but also an opportunity to develop joint working arrangements for targeting, monitoring and evaluation. Aimhigher partnerships have developed a networked community of practice which is highly valued by partners. A senior manager in a HEI stated as follows:

“The Partnership Progression Framework helps maximise the impact of our institutional WP resources.  We would not be able to provide a progressive framework of sustained aspiration-raising activities for many schools if we were working independently, but neither would it be desirable to restrict the young people in those schools to exposure to one HEI. In addition, membership of the partnership provides us with advice and guidance on targeting, monitoring, evaluation, and the dissemination of information, e.g., national strategies, policies, latest research and the results of partnership evaluation projects. The partnership provides networking opportunities – sharing of ideas and information, not just around Aimhigher and WP, but the wider HEI/FEC/School/LA contexts.  This has often led to further partnership working”.

A manager in a further education college also noted the benefits of membership of the partnership: 

“It [the Aimhigher partnership] allows a coordinated approach to local and regional events, therefore not duplicating events/information, etc., it also gives a consistent message to students.” 

10.	The Aimhigher infrastructure has provided a central reference point, brokerage and a localised administrative hub for a number of national initiatives such as the Aimhigher Roadshow[footnoteRef:3], Aimhigher Summer Schools[footnoteRef:4] and the Aimhigher Associates Scheme[footnoteRef:5]. The national coordinator for the Aimhigher Associates programme stated as follows: [3:  The National Aimhigher Roadshow is a BIS (Department for Business, Innovation & Skills) initiative designed to promote the benefits and dispel the myths about Higher Education. Further details are available at: http://www.aimhigher.ac.uk/sites/practitioner/programme_information/roadshow.cfm]  [4:  HEFCE funded summer schools are run by Aimhigher partnerships and by 70 higher education institutions (HEIs) and further education colleges (FECs) across England. The programme provides a taste of university life to learners in Years 9 to 12. Further details are available at: http://www.aimhigher.ac.uk/sites/practitioner/programme_information/summer_schools.cfm ]  [5:  The Aimhigher Associates Scheme is a new national strand of Aimhigher and one of a number of targeted activities that Aimhigher partnerships use to raise awareness, aspirations and attainment amongst young people from lower socio-economic backgrounds. Aimhigher Associates are university students that have been recruited by Aimhigher to provide school and college pupils between Year 9 and Year 13 with long-term help and support. Further details are available from: http://www.aimhigher.ac.uk/sites/practitioner/aimhigher_associates ] 


“The area partnerships are crucial to the implementation of the Aimhigher Associates Scheme. It would be true to say that area partnerships have acted well as brokers and communicators and that the contribution to quality arrangements and processes has come from internal experience and not from exemplars in other walks of life in education or business.

“In a very short space of time, the Aimhigher Associates Scheme has been implemented nationally in several hundred schools and colleges. It is unlikely that this rapid expansion of the scheme would have been possible without the use of a pre-existing national network of mature and effective Aimhigher partnerships.”


Aimhigher partnerships have worked cohesively and effectively to accommodate the different objectives of partners
 
11.	Partners bring differing, motives, expectations and objectives to the partnership. Schools, FECs and local authorities prioritise learner attainment and HE providers (including FECs) are interested in recruitment and retention. Membership of the Aimhigher partnership has provided a focus on joint working to achieve partnership goals whilst at the same time deriving benefit for individual institutions. A senior manager in a HEI stated as follows:

“I cannot stress this enough – Aimhigher has enhanced relationships but, even more than that, has helped to overcome some historic tension. In some subject areas we still compete but Aimhigher has shown us how we can work together.”

Another senior manager in a HEI stated:

“Clearly the institution benefits from involvement in the Aimhigher partnerships. The partnerships help facilitate wider collaboration between the partners in terms of working together to improve the prospects of young people in the region. Both in terms of general aspiration raising and helping with recruitment activity, advancement of these relationships are vital.

“Identifying possible opportunities for the institution to develop also emerge from our involvement with Aimhigher. Again, through the networking process of partnership work, opportunities that would not have become apparent present themselves.”

12.	Nevertheless, in spite of the best efforts of Area Partnership Committees to be inclusive, some partners still express feelings of inequality and are concerned that Aimhigher is either ‘demand-led’ by schools and local authorities or ‘supplier driven’ by higher education providers. These differences in perception might be reduced if further attention was paid to what learners, their parents, and to some extent their schools or colleges, say about what they want from Aimhigher provision and progression opportunities in general. An Aimhigher partnership manager stated as follows:

“The partnership still tends to be supplier-led (HEIs) rather than demand-led let alone learner-led. Shifting the balance from HEIs to schools/colleges and then to learners is challenging but vital if we are to achieve embedding. We need to apply a ‘how does learner progression happen in your school/college?’ rather than a ‘this is what we have to offer’ approach.”

Aimhigher partnerships effectively manage the distribution and targeting of Aimhigher resources and activity

13.	The targeting procedures which have been developed by Aimhigher partnerships have provided a rationale for resource allocation and reduced competition between partners, especially schools and local authorities.  Partnership working has also reduced competition between HE providers and the targeting procedures have helped to maximise the impact of the resource. This has been a significant achievement and has been particularly welcomed by HEIs. A chairperson of an Area Partnership Committee stated as follows:

“Our Intervention Model [for targeting the Aimhigher resource] is used consistently across eight local authorities and is also used by some HEIs for their own targeting.  This would not have happened without Aimhigher.”

14.	However, some local authorities, on behalf of schools, have adopted a position that all schools should be part of Aimhigher and declined to implement national targeting guidelines for higher education outreach (HEFCE 2007)[footnoteRef:6]. Similarly some schools have been unable to implement learner level targeting citing parental pressure, ‘fairness’ and ‘inclusion’ as the reasons for difficulty when implementing targeting guidelines.  A local authority 14-19 coordinator in a relatively affluent district within an Aimhigher area stated as follows: [6:  “Higher Education outreach: targeting disadvantaged learners– Guidance for Aimhigher partnerships and higher education providers” (HEFCE May 2007/12)
] 


“The targeting guidelines have meant that there has been a year or more lost through a wailing and gnashing of teeth….targeting has been a bridge too far for the headteachers. The new targeting guidelines have missed a whole tranche of young people who used to take advantage of the Aimhigher offering and now cannot. Campus visits are OK and headteachers think that campus visits are OK but the wrong pupils are being targeted.”

15.	However, in contrast, in other partnerships, agreement has been secured by all partners on targeting along with definitions of inclusion and personalised learning. An Aimhigher area partnership manager explained how the challenges presented by the targeting guidelines had been addressed:

 “The local authorities in our area have a tradition of inclusiveness. All schools and colleges are included in our partnership. The budget an institution receives depends on its Aimhigher cohort size. We have secured data sharing protocols between the two LAs, the LSC and Connexions. This allows us to centrally compile school and college cohort lists based on residence and IMD, registered disability, and whether a student is in care or looked after. We also filter the cohort list by student potential to progress to HE using Fischer Family Trust data, and other LA generated measures of student potential.  Although all schools are included in the scheme, we focus particular attention on those institutions with the largest Aimhigher cohorts.”

16.	A local authority Gifted and Talented and Aimhigher Coordinator explained how targeting guidance acted as a catalyst to develop more personalised approaches in schools: 

“We are trying to take Aimhigher to the classroom so that teachers know more about the potential of their pupils. This work has been massively informed by the groundwork on targeting and the models produced by Aimhigher……school coordinators have now gone through that learning curve …..target and personalise the offer according to need. The trick now will be to work with non-target schools.”

17.	Some HEIs report that there are limits to the amount of WP work that they can do regardless of the funding available. Devolving funds to local authorities and schools to provide activity is one way of addressing this issue and there are examples of good practice in this respect. However, some of this activity, though popular, is not directly related to WP in HE. A possible way to increase the capacity of HE providers is to explore new ways of delivering attainment raising HE-related learning through the use of information technology, supported self-study, e-associates activity and provision that is integrated with the school/college curriculum. Further research into these types of intervention could form part of the transformation activity for Aimhigher as the end of this funding round approaches. A senior manager in an HEI stated as follows:

“The University’s membership of, and support, for Aimhigher is an important part of its total widening participation strategy but it sits alongside other objectives, themes and strands. Inevitably, therefore, the limited resources available to implement this strategy will require decisions to be taken regarding priorities. The University has no issues with the structure or operational approaches of Aimhigher however, and is pleased to act as its banker.”

18.	A wide range of activity is classified as Aimhigher activity but there is no agreement on what constitutes a core of effective Aimhigher activity. The Learner Progression Framework[footnoteRef:7] shifts emphasis from the provision of activity to the monitoring of learner outcomes and progression and could assist with the long-term sustainability of Aimhigher activity. A partnership manager described how the partnership had moved from a series of sometimes isolated projects to an agreed programme. This example also shows the way in which some Aimhigher partnerships have used adults other than teachers to increase the capacity of schools and training providers to offer Information Advice and Guidance (IAG) to learners. [7:  The Learner Progression Framework (LPF) is the term used for intensive, integrated programmes of Aimhigher activity, often associated with learner outcomes and presenting a tailored and graduated approach to participation in higher education. Further information on the LPF can be found at                                  http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=17_8 
] 


“We had enough experience by now to know what works and we were lucky that we still had a strong group of Aimhigher leads in HEIs and LAs who had travelled the road this far together and remained deeply committed to making Aimhigher work for learners.  And, by now we had statistics to show that things were changing in some LAs and so we were able to point to the ways they worked as evidence of what works best.  We moved away from isolated projects altogether towards an agreed programme in which there are core activities that the target group can access plus locally organised and differentiated activities that sometimes are just for the target group and sometimes for a wider group of learners.  So, for example, we set up a cohort of apprentices with their own version of the progression framework in place.  Frankly, this is a revelation to work-based learning providers.  And we moved away from discrete IAG activities to recruit and train a team of graduate officers who work at local level with designated groups of learners from the target cohort.  Again, this gets fantastic feedback.  We were pleased to add Associates to this approach, linked into the graduate officers and the progression framework.”  

The evaluation of impact has proved elusive to most Aimhigher partnerships

19.	Surprisingly few respondents in this review mentioned that evaluation had been a challenge when in fact it has been a source of frustration for all concerned. Partnerships have worked hard to gather data on progression at learner level but problems with data protection legislation across the various partners has made this difficult. The following response by an Aimhigher partnership manager shows the way in which the complex challenge of evaluation had been addressed:

“Our Aimhigher partnership is demonstrating its impact and worth. For example, through the data sharing protocols we are able to track our Aimhigher cohort and compare their attainment and progression at 16, 17, 18, and 19 to the non-Aimhigher students. We can demonstrate that from a lower attainment base at 16 they catch up and overtake the non-Aimhigher students in attainment at Levels 2 & 3 by age 19. We can also demonstrate large increases in successful progression to HE for students residing in the 20% most deprived areas, and from students whose parents are in the four lowest occupational categories. It is this kind of hard data that heads and principals and 13 -19 partnerships listen to.”

Aimhigher partnerships respond effectively to the requirement for change whether this is imposed from outside or occurs within the partnership

20.	During the lifetime of the Aimhigher programme there have been frequent changes in guidance from the funders along with changes in the funding available. Aimhigher partnerships have shown that they are experienced and competent in the management of change whether this is imposed externally or identified internally. Some Aimhigher partnerships are engaging in a transformational process as the current funding round comes to an end. Partnerships featured in this review were looking at ways of embedding and sustaining the best features of the programme by aligning their work with the changing policy landscape within which the various partners were working. An Aimhigher partnership manager stated as follows:

“The partnership is creating a portfolio of work that resonates with emerging policy drivers: Higher Ambitions – HE Framework; Quality Choice and Aspiration – IAG strategy; The Fair Access to the Professions Report; The Report of the National Council for Educational Excellence.”
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The perceptions of key partners on the strategic significance and impact of Aimhigher partnerships on the delivery of activity designed to widen participation in higher education

 21.	The majority of partner organisations have positive things to say about Aimhigher partnerships expressing enthusiasm about their work and operational effectiveness. Most partners agreed that membership of the Aimhigher partnership added value to the work of their organisation.  A deputy headteacher in a school stated as follows:

“We achieved outstanding in all areas linked to Aimhigher in the last OFTED. Certainly in discussion with the inspectors they were impressed with the range of activities. They were also impressed that Aimhigher forms part of a coordinated programme of careers work. I am really happy with the relationships and partnerships (provided through Aimhigher). All staff and coordinators are most helpful and everybody has the student at the centre of their work. I would however like to know the long term plans for Aimhigher and whether the funding will continue as this helps with planning.”

22.	Schools and LAs value the links which their membership of partnerships has facilitated for learners. Aimhigher partnership has increased the social capital of schools in deprived areas. HE providers can now be included in the network of school contacts in much the same way as is commonplace for schools in the independent sector. Similarly, some HEIs report that partnerships have facilitated links with schools and colleges in areas of deprivation where there has been no previous history of school-HE links. A senior LA officer stated as follows:

“Secondary school heads have consistently commented that Aimhigher gives students aspirations leading to opportunities that they would not otherwise have had……..targeting guidance has been received well because it has always been discussed and communicated openly……one headteacher, just before retirement, said that he had seen many government initiatives come and go, most in a blaze of bureaucracy and media hype, with no long-term impact. Aimhigher on the other hand had got on with things and made a real difference to significant numbers of young people”.

23.	A senior manager in a HEI listed the benefits of partnership to the institution as follows:

“The University values the following about working with Aimhigher: 
 
· Strongly aligns with the university’s values of making HE accessible to non-traditional students groups.
· The opportunity to work on short-term, comprehensive projects with specific target groups (e.g. care leavers).
· It provides a way to reach learners in schools.
· The opportunity to network and share best practice with colleagues who have similar priorities and experience.
· It provides a platform to engage in action research in working on a consortia based model of HEIs.”

24.	However, in common with similar elements in the ‘non-formal’ curriculum such as information, advice and guidance and work-related learning, the strategic significance of Aimhigher to individual partner organisations has yet to be universally realised. The wider educational, social and economic policy objective of Aimhigher and WP in general for that matter, is marginal rather than central to the core business of some partner organisations. A deputy headteacher in a school stated as follows:

“I like the programme but I do not know enough about it and would need to talk to the teacher responsible – so would the headteacher for that matter.”

25.	An Aimhigher partnership manager explained how support for the Aimhigher partnership was to some extent conditioned by the more inward looking perspectives of some partners:
“There is considerable support at all levels across all sectors for much of the work that Aimhigher has funded. That is different from support for Aimhigher per se. The value of the work is clear but the value of ‘Aimhigher’ less so. This is in part because what Aimhigher means is fragmented. In local authority contexts in partnerships like ours, where there has been a strong history of Excellence Challenge, Aimhigher is conceived by the schools as something that the local authority is doing. For the HEIs it is something that a partnership office does; for FE a funding stream.” 

26.	A local authority Aimhigher coordinator commented on the strategic importance of Aimhigher to school leaderships in the local authority as follows:

“It is unrealistic to expect headteachers to think of Aimhigher as a strategic priority. You’re more likely to get a better view of [the importance of] Aimhigher from the head of the Local Authority’s School Improvement Service than a head teacher.”

27.	However views about the strategic importance of Aimhigher partnership are changing. Some of the partners who were the subject of this study linked the success of their institution with the work of the Aimhigher partnership. An Aimhigher manager was of the opinion that the partnership was demonstrating added value in schools and colleges:

“The majority of target schools and colleges recognise the tangible outcomes of the work, and use Aimhigher as evidence and a model of good practice within their school-improvement plans and OFSTED inspections.  The tangible results of Aimhigher in impacting on Post-16 staying on rates are recognised in the area.”

This assertion that Aimhigher had strategic importance in schools in the area was confirmed by a headteacher in a school in the same partnership who stated as follows:

“We are still awaiting our OFSTED report although we did discuss the impact of the Aimhigher work on the school’s improvements.  This is apparent in the larger numbers who are progressing on to college to do higher-level courses.  There has been an increase in progression to further education from 515 four years ago to 85% this year (roughly 600). Aimhigher is a major element of our work.  We are currently writing a trust plan and raising aspirations is a central driver of that plan.”

28.	Asked about the strategic significance of Aimhigher to the local authority a senior 14-19 curriculum adviser stated as follows:

“Until last year the answer would have been ‘no’ but I am absolutely certain that the answer is ‘yes’ now. It’s improved for me because I have now got Aimhigher in all the schools that I think need it………..It’s not ‘Oh what is Aimhigher?’ now we can see how Aimhigher can make a difference on the ground with young people through these local consortia……it is not a tacked on extra but is becoming part of the life of the school and part of our work as advisers.”

29.	A senior manager in a further education college explained how membership of the Aimhigher partnership was contributing to a strategic objective of the college:

“The Aimhigher partnership has a role in the college improvement strategy……’to improve participation rates from level 3 onto HE/level 4, especially in work-based learning students’. We have worked together on a number of events, but one specific event is looking at skills required at higher level with a ‘study skills/prep for HE’ type workshop and skills development.” 

30.	A response from a Connexions service representative in a local authority showed how membership of the Aimhigher partnership contributed to the aims of both organisations:

“The Aimhigher partnership is an integral part of the local authority and the Connexions service’s aim to raise aspiration, increase participation in learning and to encourage students towards lifelong learning. Membership enables partnership discussion and collaboration, joint support for developing careers education good practice in schools and colleges post-16.”

31.	Aimhigher partnerships are beginning to feature in Joint Area Reviews of children’s services provided by local authorities. One Joint Area Review recorded the comments of FEC staff as follows:

“The Aimhigher programme has increased significantly the number of pupils from lower socio-economic groups applying for higher education places. Aimhigher is perceived by one college manager as bringing institutions and projects together and because it is well established, of providing a bank of local knowledge, such as the appropriate person in partner schools with whom to liaise. Another college representative saw Aimhigher ‘as the hub of a big wheel of partners and of great value for sharing good practice.”
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32.	Each partnership featured in the review operates under different, and some argue, unique local circumstances and has developed a localised model with which to operate the programme. A study carried out by EKOS (EKOS 2007) provided a typology that could be used to describe partnership models. The EKOS report stated that all partnerships could be placed on a continuum with centralised and decentralised models at each polar extreme. There were advantages and disadvantages with both models but EKOS suggested that a more centralised approach was probably more effective.

33.	However, partnerships adopting a more centralised approach can become supplier or provider-led with some school partners, in particular, expressing feelings of being patronised or excluded. In these circumstances the Aimhigher partnership becomes something external to a school partner rather than a factor contributing to its core business. Similarly, highly devolved partnerships can lead to HE provider partners being excluded as some partners, notably schools, use funding to pursue their own objectives. The most effective partnerships display awareness of these tensions with partners prioritising cohesion and avoiding fragmentation by developing a partnership model which combines elements of both centralised and decentralised approaches. This requires strong but democratic corporate leadership with an emphasis on the inclusion of all partners in decision making processes whilst, at the same time, paying due regard to the needs of individual learners.

34.	Aimhigher partners work in a constantly shifting context and each bring new priorities and expectations to the partnership. The most effective and mature Aimhigher partnerships look for ways of turning these new partner priorities into opportunities to sustain the partnership. For example, local authorities with their responsibilities for 14-19 information, advice and guidance; diploma development; ‘narrowing the attainment gap’ and Children and Young Person’s Plans are increasingly viewing the opportunities presented by Aimhigher partnerships to assist with the delivery of their strategic objectives. As a result of this it seems likely that the contribution made by Aimhigher partnerships will feature in both Comprehensive and Local Area Reviews of local authority Children and Young Person’s Plans. Partnerships in this review showed that they understood this changing policy context and were acting accordingly[footnoteRef:8]. [8:  Key features in the policy landscape within which each partnership works would seem to  include such things as: Comprehensive Area Reviews; Local Area Reviews of Children and Young Person’s Plans; 14-19 Diploma development; “Higher Ambitions” - the HE Framework (BIS 2009); “The New Opportunities Report” (Cabinet Office 2009); “Unleashing Aspiration: The Final Report of the Panel on Fair Access to the Professions” (Cabinet Office 2009); “Quality Choice and Aspiration – IAG Strategy” (DCSF 2009); “Quality Standards for Young People’s Information, Advice and Guidance” (DCSF 2007); “Breaking the Link between disadvantage and low attainment” (DCSF 2009) and “Your child, your schools, our future: building a 21st century schools system” (DCSF 2009).The report of the NCEE “National Council for Educational Excellence: Recommendations” (DCSF/DIUS 2008).] 


35.	Ultimately, schools, colleges, local authorities and HEIs will form the partnerships and relationships which best suit the needs of their respective institutions. The funding provided to Aimhigher creates an incentive for building a cohesive and effective partnership. However, partnership cohesion would be tested by the removal of funding. 

The most effective partnerships are aware of their position and make constant changes in response to internal or external factors. There are signs that some partnerships are already entering a transformational phase and are seeking new relationships and ways of working so that the values and activities promoted by Aimhigher can be sustained beyond the current funding round.
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36.	In view of the relatively short timescale to conduct this review it was necessary to limit the scope and methodology of the study to: 

· Desk research of existing evaluation studies, Aimhigher plans and other documents. 
· Semi-structured telephone interviews and e-mail exchanges with a variety of Aimhigher partners. 

Desk research made reference to the evaluation studies of Aimhigher partnerships by: EKOS (EKOS 2007) and NFER (NFER 2005)[footnoteRef:9]; the study of partnership working commissioned by the London South East Aimhigher Aspire Partnership[footnoteRef:10]; the on-going HEFCE research project on school-HE links and the pilot value for money studies in Aimhigher partnerships carried out by Grant Thornton on behalf of HEFCE. [9:  NFER: The final reports on Aimhigher Excellence Challenge were published in 2006 is available at: http://www.aimhigher.ac.uk/sites/practitioner/programme_information/monitoring_and_evaluation/archive/aimhigher_excellence_challenge.cfm ]  [10:  “On partnership and network governance: the case of an Aimhigher widening participation partnership” – Chilosi D, Noble M, Broadhead P and Wilkinson M (Journal of Access and Policy Practice vol 6:1 pages 89-96)
] 


37.	Eight Aimhigher partnerships were selected for ‘in-depth’ study. Partnerships were selected because they operated in contrasting settings and used management ‘models’ which displayed contrasting or unique features. Within each partnership a range of partners was identified either from the area partnership plan or at the suggestion of the partnership manager (i.e. the Aimhigher Partnership Manager; the APC Chair; Senior Management Team representatives from HEIs, FECs, Schools; Local Authority Senior Officers; Local Authority Aimhigher Coordinators; Connexions staff). A schedule of questions was e-mailed to partners with an invitation to use this as a basis for a semi-structured telephone interview or to make a written response. 

38.	Whilst all partnership managers were interviewed it was not possible to undertake interviews with all key partners in each of the selected partnerships. However, partners from different backgrounds were either interviewed or submitted written responses from across the eight partnerships studied. In addition, interviews were conducted with: the Action on Access adviser responsible for the analysis of WPSAs; senior HEI representatives with responsibility for WP and the Aimhigher Associates coordinator. Forty persons took part in telephone and e-mail exchanges and their job designations were as follows: Connexions (I respondent); School Senior Managers (6 respondents); Area Partnership Chairs (4); Area Partnership Managers (12); Local Authority Senior Managers (3); Local Authority Aimhigher Coordinators (3); HEI staff with responsibility for widening participation (10); and one FEC principal.

Caveat: This review of Aimhigher partnerships featured the comments of the partners themselves and therefore the findings presented here are subject to ‘selection bias’ because all contributors benefit either directly or indirectly from the Aimhigher programme.
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