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Foreword

I am delighted to present this new series of case studies which has been conceived and planned at a time when the debate about widening participation is responding to a number of important questions. These include questions around what kinds of evidence can be gathered to demonstrate the impact of widening participation projects and programmes, which interventions and activities are most successful for different target groups of learners, and how cultural changes can be achieved by working together across all sectors to raise the expectations not only of individuals and groups of learners who are under-represented in higher education themselves, but also of their teachers, parents and other key influencers as well.

In presenting this new series we are not seeking to offer any definitive conclusions. We are hoping, through the framework of questions that have been used to structure the case studies, to encourage partnerships and university practitioners to frame their own questions about good practice in particular ways. We hope these case studies will contribute to and inform the debate regarding the factors that have impact and are effective in raising aspirations and increasing motivation and attainment for the significant numbers of young people and adults who could benefit from higher education but believe it is “not for them”. 

There will be four volumes in this series to be published between Autumn 2006 and December 2007. Each will have four themes – one generic and three more specific and some of these will focus on a particular target group. In each volume we will draw out the most significant learning points from the case studies. This first volume raises the following points:

• The importance of cohort selection 

• The need for good male role models 

• Joined up systems of support for disabled learners 

• The ongoing need to provide information on progression and financial support to learners in the workplace to employers and to training providers

• The importance of one to one support e.g. from a mentor or personal adviser 

• Tailored and targeted programmes of activity which are sustained over time 

In the final volume we will draw together the learning points identified in all four volumes and reflect on what we have learned.
Rhiannon Evans 

Director, Action on Access.

Introduction to the series

Action on Access, the national co-ordination team for widening participation in higher education, has a unique overall perspective on widening participation in all its broad and varied forms across the English regions. Drawing on this synoptic view, and on the experience and expertise within the team, we produce many publications based on the practice we observe. 

This publication follows the previous series of case studies, Making a Difference: the Impact of Aimhigher (Action on Access 2005). That series of ten booklets had the aim of indicating impact by celebrating the range and creativity of the multiplicity of Aimhigher projects. As the introduction explained: 

‘The case studies chosen reflect the range of activities…they are illustrative but do highlight a number of key features which already show the difference Aimhigher is making.’
It is always difficult to prove which interventions in a young or adult life are the ones which trigger real educational aspiration and can be shown to lead to participation in higher education. The Aimhigher practitioner community was convinced of the efficacy of their interventions, and the publications were specifically intended to show the impact of Aimhigher within the overall drive for widening participation.

Feedback from the field and from policymakers indicated strongly that the 2005 publications, Making a Difference, had shown both impact and value for money. It should be noted here that evidence of impact takes a variety of forms – ranging from ‘hard’ data to more subjective and qualitative evidence. It is the balance of kinds of evidence that can produce a rich and textured picture of the overall effect of Aimhigher and other widening participation interventions.
This new publication, Policy That Works: Widening Participation to Higher Education, has the same broad aim of demonstrating the effectiveness of widening participation initiatives, but adopts a different focus and approach.

The activities described in this publication, however, are not limited to Aimhigher. They include initiatives from institution-based widening participation and other key providers. All initiatives within this broad arena are, after all, in pursuit of the same goal: widening participation and improving social equity in higher education, with particular focus on hard-to-reach, under-represented or under-achieving target groups.

Widening participation needs to be embedded across the student lifecycle: pre-entry, transition, curriculum, student support and employability. It focuses funding and activity on those within groups that are under-represented in higher education and from a family background with no previous experience of higher education; not just school-leavers progressing to full-time, on-campus courses but also older, part-time and work-based students. Widening participation relies on activities to raise the attainment of learners so that they can access higher education. 

This new series of publications does not seek to demonstrate range, nor identify the ‘best’; there is a mass of excellent practice across the regions, and selection can appear invidious. Our approach has been to select a number of themes that focus on areas of particular or topical interest, and present examples to offer a more studied and reflective critique, informed by a range of perspectives from, for example, participants, projects, head teachers, Aimhigher partnerships and higher education. 

The series will consist of four volumes planned for publication in 2006 and 2007. 

Bill Jones, Lead Editor.
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Introduction to the first volume
This volume explores four themes, each of particular importance in the widening participation field. 

These are:
• Working Class Boys
• Disability Mentoring
• Work-based Learning
• Working with Schools 

Each of these themes has a topicality and set of special circumstances, within common themes. They all, for example, exemplify groups which need particular attention or sets of interventions to ensure levels of participation that at least match the average success rate for widening participation generally. 

To facilitate comparisons and to identify common issues and successes, most of the case studies within the themes will follow the following headings:
• Context and main purpose of the project

• Identified barriers to progression 
• Identified target groups 
• How the project addresses barriers

• Notable successes of the project from: 
• learner perspective 
• school or college perspective 
• higher education perspective 
• project leader perspective
• Challenges 
• Lessons learned
The studies seek to demonstrate the impact of the projects, value for money, the reliability of the impact assessment, and embedding/sustainability. They are reflective and critical as well as descriptive and include, wherever possible, a range of perceptions from, for example, learner, school, project, head teacher, and higher education perspectives.

It should be noted, however, that the case studies do not always fit into the schema we have adopted. This is a sign of the maturity of Aimhigher and the widening participation movement generally, that activities are now so widely embedded across educational sectors that projects within, say, schools have a disability or work-based learning focus. Similarly, the studies themselves adopt a range of approaches to measuring impact ranging from highly detailed data to strong narratives of success. One of the themes, Working Class Boys, uses a different format to better highlight the particular characteristics and strengths of the activities described. 

The case studies in this first volume represent four areas of vital importance to the widening participation constituency. Each themed group is edited by a member of the Action on Access team with established expertise in their chosen theme, each of whom provides a brief overview and learning points for future activities. The primary textual and other material on projects has been provided by the project leaders and workers, to whom our thanks are due. 
Bill Jones, Lead Editor.

Working Class Boys into Higher Education
Introduction

The low participation rates of working class boys progressing to higher education highlights a particular feature of under-representation in higher education participation trends. 

There are many factors contributing to this under-representation, most associated with class and ethnicity. The 2005 UCAS application data shows that only 43% of applicants for full-time courses are male. Post-16 levels of male achievement increasingly trail behind that of females. However, we also need to be mindful that such differentials in the case of females often mask other sorts of patterns of inequality. Working class boys in particular are underachieving, while girls from poorer backgrounds are more likely to grasp the opportunities afforded by the increasing number of places in higher education, up to now dominated by middle-class applicants.

This case study attempts to illuminate some of the issues that confront widening participation practitioners undertaking outreach activities which are aimed substantially at cohorts of white working class boys. It draws on two specific projects to explore the approaches adopted and the range and character of the activities undertaken. Information on the impact of the work is also included which highlights, for example, the relative value of different indicators of impact used in the projects. The two projects differ considerably in relation to the scale of their work. One is a large national Aimhigher project which focusses on football. The other project is a local initiative supported through an Aimhigher regional partnership and consequently on a much smaller scale.

The presentation of this case study differs from the others in that the two projects have been brought together to facilitate better understanding of approaches adopted.
Background and context 

Raising Attainment and Aspirations through Football is an Aimhigher national project led by Rob Halsall and Karen Duggan at Manchester Metropolitan University. Boys into Higher Education is a sub-regional initiative, aimed at a specific group of communities in the coalfield areas of North East Derbyshire, led by Mark Launchbury of the University of Derby. All quotations unless otherwise indicated are from the project leaders’ reports and other sources, such as conference presentations.

The projects

Boys into Higher Education

The project addresses the fact that not only is the national data on male/female progression to higher education showing a widening gap, but in Derbyshire, especially in the former mining communities, this situation is below the national average.

Local Universities (2005) admissions data shows that only 41% of those studying full time are male. There are also similar disparities within the regional uptake of Aimhigher summer schools. Only 32% of those who attended the EMUA 2005 summer schools were male and 34% who have applied to attend the 2006 summer schools are male. 
The disparities in gender and with regard to progression are reflected in the achievement statistics. Achievement statistics for 2005 in Derbyshire indicate that 46.9% of males achieved 5 A* - C GCSEs in comparison to 55% of females. The issue of gender and achievement has seen dramatic changes over the past three decades. In the 1970s males performed better than females, particularly in Maths, Science and Technology. However, since the 1980s, females have done better than males in all subjects (except A Level Maths). In addition, a significantly higher proportion of males are identified as having Special Educational Needs (64% M, 36% F: OFSTED; 2004). 
Raising Attainment and Aspirations through Football 

The project has operated right across England, involving up to 60 schools in 24 towns/cities, 27 professional football clubs and 1,443 young people. The schools involved are located in disadvantaged wards or have numbers of young people who reside in areas where there are pockets of disadvantage. The project does not target white working class boys per se. Indeed, 18% of the participants are girls and a number of the schools have substantial numbers of black and ethnic minority children. However, given the location of the schools and the targeted groups, many of the participants are white working class boys [approx. 65%].
The project has operated right across England, involving up to 60 schools in 24 towns/cities, 27 professional football clubs and 1,443 young people
Identifying target groups

The projects identified target groups in different ways:

For Raising Attainment and Aspirations through Football, schools identified suitable pupils:

Year 8 – 11 children [88% are Years 9 and 10] who are deemed by their school to have the potential to achieve good SAT scores and at least five A-C GCSE grades but who are underachieving as a result of unsatisfactory homework and/or coursework completion. 

The resulting cohort was predominantly but not exclusively white and male.

Boys into Higher Education on the other hand exclusively recruited boys, and the location of the participating schools ensured that they were of the intended social class.

The projects share the belief in the value of team-building and role models, but in quite differing ways. One is based on team building and role models from (male) undergraduates while the other attaches the activity of a homework club to one of the well known enthusiasms of young men – football. (Note 1)

Motivational factors for young males

In what can seem an unrewarding search for genuine enthusiasms in young men, there is one activity which is likely to be both effective and widespread – football. Football provides a range of positive experiences – not only the aspirational role model for prowess and success, but also the sense of belonging to the club, and there is good evidence for the intergenerational value of boys going to matches with their fathers and brothers. (Note 1) Additionally, organised team sport develops valuable and transferable skills. A second important factor is that since the 1980s most professional clubs participate in the Football in the Community scheme, working mainly with schools on coaching but also on social and health-related agendas. These factors are at the heart of the Raising Attainment and Aspirations through Football project.

The aim of this project is squarely within Aimhigher principles: 

The project aims to raise attainment and awareness among pupils through out-of-school ‘catch-up’ homework/coursework sessions. Parent and carer groups will also be set up to raise awareness of the pupils’ curriculum and its demands, and how they can support their children.

(Action on Access website: Aimhigher National Projects)

The main factor is that the project recognises in a very distinctive way that such regular school-based activities share a common problem.

In many schools, many of the young people targeted by the project either do not ‘enrol’ or attend only sporadically. Clearly, the reasons for this vary but not infrequently they include a lack of motivation. This in turn can be occasioned by such factors as low aspirations, a sense of ‘what’s the point’, or a feeling that the homework club will be just ‘more of the same’. The outcome is that some of those young people who most need to attend homework clubs do not do so. One issue, then, is how to motivate them to ‘enrol’ and to continue attending.

Motivational factors: Raising Attainment and Aspirations through Football

The central motivating lever in the project is ‘a range of football-related activities…at the school’s local professional football club.’ The Football in the Community scheme is ideally placed to provide this aspect of the project.

This has mainly involved the provision of football coaching but has also included [free] attendance at matches, ground visits and key skills work with football as the focus. Some pupils and parents have also had the opportunity to gain junior football organiser awards, and some pupils have had their work experience at the football club. Additionally, each football club has arranged games locally to find a town champion from the participating schools in different age/gender categories. These have then gone on to play in a national tournament. 

Parents have also been encouraged to get involved in the scheme and some clubs also offered them the opportunity to gain coaching qualifications as well as providing information, advice and guidance about how best to support their son/daughter in raising levels of attainment from school staff involved in the project. Again, in some schools, higher education students have been employed to support homework club staff and to assist in raising awareness of higher education and raising the aspirations of the young people by acting as role models who could highlight the benefits of staying on in post-16 education.

(Note 2)
Motivational factors: Boys into Higher Education 

This Derbyshire project similarly adopted the approach of teamwork and role models. Young men (the exclusive target for the project) were from schools in North East Derbyshire and the Amber Valley ex-mining communities.

The local communities are predominately white and working class. This region has significant areas of deprivation, relatively high levels of unemployment and significant areas of poor literacy and numeracy. It has low adult learning achievement; almost one third of employment within public administration and a significantly declining manufacturing sector.

This comment from one of the participating schools – Frederick Gent School, South Normanton – gives a close-up view of the problem as seen in that school community, where there were concerns about the attainment of boys.

From studying the data available concerns were raised about a number of boys who were on the Gifted and Talented (G&T) Register who were looking to be in danger of not realising their full potential when it came to their GCSEs.

The boys were interviewed by the G&T Coordinator, who discussed their perceptions of themselves and their attainment. We discussed their lack of motivation to do better and about their ideas of challenge. It became apparent from these interviews that on the whole these boys were doing enough to get the minimum grade C but were not pushing themselves to do better. They had a “comfort zone” whereby their life was easy and safe. They seem to incorporate the “after all if you don’t strive you can’t fail” attitude to learning.

These boys also had some individual barriers to attainment. One of the group had very low self esteem, and one had problems with attendance. So these individual characteristics had to be addressed as well as those that characterised the group.

What was needed was, “a scheme that would get them out of this comfort zone, allow them to understand that challenge can be a thrill, and a motivator.”
(Val Beardsmore “Underachievement in boys with potential to achieve 5 A*-C GCSEs”)
The motivational factor was the opportunity to go to a residential centre, to experience outdoor adventure activities; ‘high ropes, raft building, and canoeing’, and to ‘try something new, to succeed and to work as a team.’

A second motivational factor is the role model – in this case the undergraduate, who for obvious reasons had to be both enthusiastic and male himself (most undergraduate ambassadors are female).
The significance of partnership 

Both the projects depended heavily on working with the right partners. Both were successful in their imaginative and sensitive choices here. In the case of Raising Attainment and Aspirations through Football, the crucial role of Football in the Community has been mentioned; two further valuable associate national schemes have been the Playing for Success scheme (DfES, 1997) and Positive Futures (Home Office, 2000).
Playing for Success was established in 1997 by the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) in partnership with the FA Premier League and its clubs, and local education authorities. Since then it has expanded to include a wide range of professional sports, including cricket and rugby. It aims to contribute to raising educational standards, especially in urban areas, by setting up Study Support Centres in professional football clubs and other sport venues. The initiative has expanded from six centres in 1997 to over 100 signed-up in 2004. Playing for Success focuses on underachieving young people, mainly in Years 6 to 9, and places a strong emphasis on improving pupils’ attitudes and their motivation to learn. Centres are managed by experienced teachers and supported by mentors. They use the medium and environment of sport to support pupils’ work in literacy, numeracy and ICT. Pupils attend the Centres after school for around 20 hours during a period of about ten weeks. Charles Clarke officially opened some of the new Playing for Success Centres stating:

“We know that motivating children to learn through sport works. Playing for Success Centres provide a real boost to raising children’s standards of literacy and numeracy - which is at the heart of our strategy to improve achievement”. (DfES, 2003)
Positive Futures is a social inclusion programme which offers a relationship strategy for young people aged 10-19 years, based on the principle that engagement through sport and the building of mutual respect and trust can provide cultural ‘gateways’ to alternative lifestyles. It is managed within the Home Office Drug Strategy Directorate and has an advisory group made up of representatives from the Department of Health, the Department of Culture, Media and Sport, Connexions (DfES), Sport England, the Youth Justice Board and the Football Foundation. Within the individual projects, sport acts as a catalyst for bringing people with similar experiences and a shared interest together, within a supportive environment where secure opportunities are provided and participants are encouraged to make decisions for themselves. Importantly, Positive Futures is creating opportunities that address issues associated with problematic substance misuse. Young people have the opportunity to improve their educational performance, undertake training, join the labour market, join local sports clubs, improve their social relations and make personal development progress (Home Office, 2004).

For the Derby project, Boys into Higher Education, the partners have been local, since the project is within an Aimhigher area. The partners were Keele and Staffordshire Universities, Wedgwood Memorial College as a residential centre, and Stanley Head Outdoor Education Centre.

Impact of the projects

Both projects included in their planning detailed study of outcomes and impact. 

Boys into Higher Education included, A strong research and dissemination element to the initiative and it was anticipated that findings (qualitative and quantitative) would be useful for widening participation practitioners.
Throughout the project participants have been encouraged to reflect on their experience and discuss with mentors. Progress and attitude change were recorded and presented as follows.

Evaluation was conducted in the form of a pre and post-stage one questionnaire. Although the sample was small (72), the results were very interesting and encouraging. 
	Question 
	Pre-Stage One %
	Post-Stage One %



	I want to carry on in education after my GCSEs 
	38 (53%)
	68 (94%) 



	I will to go to university before I am 30 years old 
	29 (40%)
	48 (64%) 



	I know where to get information about college and university 
	61 (85%)
	72(100%) 



	People like me go to university 
	37 (52%)
	63 (87%)

	I believe I am clever enough to go to university 
	41 (57%)
	55 (76%) 




 Pre-Stage One % Post-Stage One % 

The project report comments:

“There are many significant positive differences in the pre/post statistical data. However, there is still a significant gap between those who expressed that they were clever enough/people like me go to university, in comparison to those who stated they would go to university before they are 30. This implies that they have the academic qualities required and would not feel out of place, but do not have the aspiration to progress.” 

The Raising Attainment and Aspirations through Football project also built impact analysis into its structure from the beginning. Recognising, “the fact that young people in schools experience multiple educational initiatives and different forms of support outside of school, [and that] it is impossible to ascertain for certain the impact of any one initiative”, there is an assessment of both qualitative and quantitative data, including:

“Case study profiles of school and football club activity by staff/students, homework club attendance monitoring, predicted and actual attainment scores (SAT/GCSE) and end-of-project evaluation from pupils, school staff and football co-ordinators”

It must be borne in mind that this is a much larger, national project with an achieved target of 60 participating schools. 

The findings are recorded in some detail. To quote from the project:
Analysis of Participation and Attendance

The target number of schools of 60 was achieved. The average weekly attendance of pupils has ranged from 58% to 94%, with the majority of pupils recording over 75%. Given that attendance is expected weekly and that the majority of pupils are those who would not normally volunteer to attend after school hours, we are generally pleased with these figures. 
Attainment

We do not yet have attainment data for all participants as not all have received their GCSE results yet. We do have data for those Year 9 pupils from the first year of the project who took the SAT tests, and for last year’s Year 11 pupils. Year 10 pupils have made up the largest group but they do not sit exams this year – and last year’s Year 10 pupils do not receive their GCSE results until August this year. 
GCSE results

These are for those who were in Year 11 last year. We have both predicted and actual grades for 88 of the 92 pupils and for 754 subjects taken between these pupils. In 203 of these [27%], the grade achieved was better than predicted, the greatest incidence of ‘improved’ grades involving estimated Ds becoming Cs. 
SAT results

Here, we have both predicted and actual results for 403 out of the 535 pupils who were in Year 9 last year and for 985 subjects taken between these pupils. In 334 of these [34%], the result was better than predicted.

Future results might of course be even better for pupils who will have been on the scheme for a longer period of time than those covered in this analysis, many of whom were only involved for 4-6 months before their exams were sat. Hopefully we will have more data to analyse in the future on young people who have had a more extensive engagement with the project. Of course, what positive impact there has been to date might have been caused by other interventions. Also, schools differ in the ‘severity’ of their predicted results. A key matter is whether the positive differences between actual and predicted results for the participants were greater than for the year group as a whole. 

Unfortunately it has proved very difficult to obtain this kind of data from many of the schools, and where it has been possible schools have calculated ‘value added’ in different ways.

These reports on impact and on the difficulties of identifying the precise cause of improved performance are instructive. It is clear that the projects had a quantifiable positive impact, but also that there are many issues surrounding the collection and interpretation of data. 
Voices from the projects

Personal voices, especially if they are from a range of viewpoints, add a dimension to the impact of projects which is lacking from quantitative data. 

The view from a Derbyshire school has been given already; the following ‘voices’ are from participants - schools, project co-ordinators, pupils, football professionals – in Raising Attainment and Aspirations through Football.

“We knew that using football as a vehicle to raise attainment would be successful when we first took 20 pupils on a coach to Pride Park Stadium. When we arrived we had 46 pupils - 26 stowaways to a homework club was a clear sign that working with Derby County was going to be a motivating factor for them to do homework.”
(Pam Bancroft, project co-ordinator at Sinfin Community School, Derby)

 “We are delighted that The Plume School has got off to a flying start and the Aimhigher scheme featured highly in our recent Ofsted inspection and was favourably received. We are enjoying working in partnership with Ipswich Town Football Club, Manchester Metropolitan University and Aimhigher to raise the achievement and aspirations of our students.”

(Bob Barnes, project co-ordinator at Plume School, Essex)
We took 20 pupils on a coach to Pride Park Stadium. When we arrived we had 46 pupils – 26 stowaways to a homework club was a clear sign

“At first we had a 90% attendance record but for most of the time since it has been 100%. The children love it. They don’t seem to mind doing the homework because they know they get the chance to play football.” 

(Rebecca Draper, project co-ordinator at Withins School, Bolton)
“I only did the homework lessons because of the chance to do football with Rovers. The football’s been great and the homework lessons have been OK and they’ve helped me keep up with my work.”

(Speedwell School pupil, Bristol)
“It’s been great. I’ve never been out of London before and it was great playing teams from all over. I’m glad I’ve been to the homework club anyway coz it’s helped me at school.” 

(Copland School pupil, Brent)
“Who’d a thought I’d be playing in the Crystal Palace kit against other teams in Man City and Liverpool gear? It’s the best tournament I’ve ever been in. Oh yeah, the project’s been good too, even the school stuff.” 

(Priory School pupil, South London)
“It’s been a really good project for us to be involved in. Our three schools have got a lot out of it but so have we. It’s good seeing so many kids here and all the football clubs and coaches. For kids of this age and from so many different towns – and rough areas – the behaviour has been first class. Some of the football’s been impressive too, not least from the girls. Of course, the main thing has been the homework initiative side of things and we’ve seen at first hand what the attendance has been after school. Everyone’s been a winner really.”

(Bolton Wanderers coach)
Everyone’s been a winner really

Overall, it seems fair to say that feedback from the schools and football clubs is that the project has gone well and there have been spin-offs on top of the core outcomes of homework club attendance and impact on attainment. For example, students have had the opportunity to write articles about the project for football match day programmes, students have been taken on under work placements at several Football In The Community schemes and both parents and students have been awarded football organiser and coaching qualifications. Additionally, there has been a great deal of publicity for Aimhigher as a result of items in newspapers at local and national levels and in Aimhigher newsletters. Many of the football clubs have featured the project and ‘their’ schools in match day programmes and the scheme has also been featured in an issue of the Football In The Community Official Magazine. 
Embedding the projects: next steps

Both projects propose continuation and embedding:

Raising Attainment and Aspirations through Football 

We hope to continue the project after the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) funding comes to an end. The acid test of its impact, perhaps, is how many of the existing schools will commit to funding the homework club element themselves, on the understanding that we will find funds to cover the football and central costs. At the time of writing, schools are letting us know whether they will continue on this basis. Of the 24 we have heard from to date, two-thirds have made the commitment.
Two thirds of participatory schools have committed to continuing on the basis of funding the homework element themselves

Boys into Higher Education

The success of the project invites continuation, and additional schools are intending to join. Continuation funding is being sought for this.
Learning points from the Working Class Boys case studies 

• Cohort selection is critical and depends on close liaison with schools and Aimhigher. 

• The title of the project matters – Underachieving Boys was soon seen to be negative and replaced by Boys into Higher Education. 

• Motivational mechanisms really do work. In the case of Raising Attainment and Aspirations through Football, it was both football and the fact it was with a professional club. 

• Both staff and role models must display visible enthusiasm. This is not always easy to influence where staff are chosen by schools. 

• Achievement can be significantly affected by the quality and commitment of the school co-ordinator. 

• Role models for male pupils need to be male themselves. Most student ambassadors are female. Finding good male role models can be difficult. 

• Boys are ready to think about post-GCSE ambitions, but not to see the need for Level 3+ qualifications to achieve these. This gap in progression needs more careful attention by providers and guidance staff. 

• Boys have very narrow ideas about their career options which need broadening. 

• Boys undervalue skills and talents they already have, often those associated with sport or music. G&T can be blind to these qualities. 

• There is always a case for earlier interventions than Year 10 for boys who may already have difficulties.

Notes 

1. Raising Attainment and Aspirations through Football was not exclusively targeted at white working class boys as such. The cohort included some girls and ethnic minority pupils. 

2. It should be noted that not all sport-related Aimhigher projects target young men – the Widening Access through Sport programme at Loughborough University, for example, is aimed at Muslim girls. 
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Disability Mentoring
Introduction
There has been a significant amount of work focused on disabled students under the remit of widening participation and Aimhigher in the past few years. Initiatives have included: auditing activities; guidance on ensuring events are accessible; and research into policy. In terms of overall planning, some Aimhigher regional and area plans took specific regard of the issues surrounding participation by disabled people in, for example, the West Midlands, the South West and North London. Additionally, the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) has supported two national programmes of activity based on disabled students: the national summer schools disability project and the AchieveAbility project, as well as a sustained funding programme within institutions. Although the participation rates of disabled students have been increasing in recent years, estimates of the numbers of disabled people in the general population suggest that they are still one of the most under-represented groups:

“An 18 year old with a disability or a health problem is 40 per cent as likely to enter higher education as an 18 year old without a disability or a health problem.” (Audit Office, 2002)
Disabled young people perceive that there are significant barriers to progression in education: 60% of those who did not enter further or higher education said they believed they would not have got the support they needed (DRC, 2003). Transition has been identified as a particularly difficult issue for disabled students; not only do they have to cope with the problems that other students face when entering a different level of education but they also have numerous additional changes to cope with because the systems of support are different. One activity that has proved popular amongst efforts to improve access for disabled students has been mentoring/student ambassador schemes. Most of these schemes have formed part of a wider programme of activity aimed at this particular group of under-represented students. The availability of a mentor provides a source of advice and guidance and can give the necessary boost to self belief that is required to reduce the challenges of transition.

The following case studies highlight intensive and targeted programmes of support. 

Aimhigher Milton Keynes, Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire: Disability Mentoring Programme

Disabled students might not be put forward by schools for Aimhigher activities because of low expectations. This project targeted a small number of students from local schools and designed a bespoke programme that took regard of the individual needs of each student. It also highlights the benefits of planning activities with the longer term goal of rolling out activities to other schemes.
Context and main purpose of the project

The HEFCE circular February 02/2005, ‘Improving provision for disabled students’, stressed the need to continue to gather evidence to understand better the barriers faced by disabled students and to encourage improvements in institutional policy and practice to address these barriers. Aimhigher Milton Keynes, Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire (MKOB) had already taken the decision in Autumn 2004 to not only embed support for disabled students in mainstream activities but to develop a programme which would help to overcome identified barriers to students progressing to higher education. Barriers identified included a lack of accurate and timely information, the need to develop study and independent living skills, the need for personal assistance, the feeling of personal isolation, the need to adapt to different teaching and learning styles; and physical and organisational barriers. 

A pilot project was designed to provide a framework to increase the participation rate of people with disabilities in higher education. Based at Buckinghamshire Chilterns University College (BCUC), the framework was to be transferable to other universities and regions and would build on projects and schemes already in existence. A co-ordinator was appointed to develop the project and a group mentoring programme was developed. It included the employment of student ambassadors with disabilities themselves and a conference on disability support in higher education. 

Specifically the programme aimed to increase the participation rate of students with disabilities by:

• Raising aspirations, challenging assumptions and encouraging confidence

• Assisting potential students with disabilities to identify their own adjustment and support needs, and to identify who to contact for support within higher education 

• Providing information and guidance about higher education opportunities 

• Actively supporting the decision-making and application process, including addressing the advantages and disadvantages of disclosure of disability when applying to higher education

In addition the programme aimed to indirectly influence the retention rate of students with disabilities through developing their confidence and self-esteem.
Identified target groups

The referrals were from schools and the co-ordinator accepted their recommendations regarding participants. Seven students with a range of impairments including dyspraxia, autism, dyslexia, and wheelchair-users completed the Group Mentoring Programme at BCUC. The students from three schools in Buckinghamshire were accompanied by their teachers. The group was supported by four student ambassadors identified from current BCUC disabled students, who acted as role models and provided mentoring support to participants. The ambassadors received a one-day initial training programme, similar to existing student ambassador training, which focuses on team building, communication skills, giving feedback and supporting vulnerable people. 
The programme aimed to directly influence the retention rate of students through developing their confidence and self-esteem
How the project addresses barriers 

The five-week mentoring programme took place in October and November 2005 for three hours per week, with the time between sessions allowing for more in-depth awareness and analysis of barriers, crystallising learning and the development of more supportive relationships between the students and student ambassadors. The sessions were delivered by the project co-ordinator, guest speakers and co-facilitated by the student ambassadors. The relationship was one of group mentoring. 

As well as raising aspirations and supporting the application process to higher education, the weekly workshop sessions aimed to assist the students to overcome some of their perceived barriers to higher education such as finance, access to buildings, disability adjustments, access to curriculum, identifying support needs and what support is available. The students also had the opportunity to problem solve, work in small groups, attend a lecture, identify their note taking and information delivery requirements, develop awareness of progression routes and trial some aids and equipment. The intention was that the students should identify their barriers and support needs, and develop clearly defined goals in relation to progression in their personal education.

The delivery of the program was based on the needs of the participants themselves. Careful consideration was given to their learning styles, support needs, access and adjustment requirements in order to maximise their participation. The activities required careful planning and briefing of the student ambassadors. It was accepted that some students may be reluctant to speak to the whole group and the student ambassadors fed back where necessary.

Notable successes of the project

All the students thought the programme had been useful and had benefited from the overview of what higher education is, the information about the financial aspects of higher education, the details of specific help available, the involvement of the student ambassadors and the supportive atmosphere. None of those interviewed could identify anything they felt uncertain about. Staff feedback from the three schools who attended confirmed that the programme was very relevant to the students and expectations were met and exceeded. All the young men indicated the possibility of progressing to another course after completing Year 13. Six of the seven students confirmed they would like to apply to higher education and indicated long term goals as travel and tourism, web programming, sports coaching, and a degree in Biochemistry or Genetics. All seven students said they would recommend the programme. 
A further comment was that an unexpected benefit of the programme was the positive impact on the student ambassadors, although this was built into the aims. They indicated that the support programme had allowed them to develop closer relationships with the students involved and this gave them a greater sense of satisfaction than they had experienced with shorter events. 

The programme was based on the needs of participants themselves – learning styles, support needs, access and adjustment requirements in order to maximise their participation
Challenges

Time is required to communicate the project, identify target groups and student ambassadors. Plans must cater for learners with a wide range of impairments. Schools and parents need to be involved to obtain commitment from schools to release students. Cover for classes missed must also be provided.
Lessons learned

Suggested improvements included scheduling the sessions on a different day each week so as not to miss the same classes every week, although this might also confuse the students. A significant concern was expressed by some teachers who felt the students would fall behind with their work, and the teachers had to make arrangements for the students to catch up on missed classes. The implications of these considerations have been built into the roll-out of the programme. 
Developing the project

The Disability Office of the University of Oxford is now planning a similar programme for Oxfordshire schools, funded by Aimhigher MKOB. The programme has the same aims and objectives as the Buckinghamshire programme but they have appointed their own co-ordinator and have different timescales and constraints. As a result of the experiences of the initial project, the co-ordinator has been advised that a high level of commitment and involvement from the teachers and students is essential. It is easier if the participants are introduced to the programme at an early stage and that all their teachers are fully aware of the commitment required.

The programme has also been delivered in a different environment, the National Health Service, where it was more complex. Aimhigher MKOB is working with The National Spinal Injuries Centre at Stoke Mandevillle Hospital, which is a national centre for treatment and rehabilitation. A number of potential higher education entrants every year sustain permanent or semi-permanent spinal injuries which require the patients to reassess their careers and other opportunities. Whilst the aim of the programme is to provide mentoring to this group at or near discharge and the overall aims are similar to the Buckinghamshire programme, the delivery has been adapted to meet the particular needs of this group, including a residential element.
The Disability Office of the University of Oxford is now planning a similar programme for Oxfordshire schools, funded by Aimhigher MKOB
AchieveAbility National Aimhigher Project

Students with specific learning difficulties (SpLDs) represent the largest group of disabled students in higher education and many of them are only identified once they reach higher education. This nationally-funded project had ambitious objectives as amongst other things it sought to influence teaching methods. The student ambassador activities fell into a strand of the project aimed at raising the aspirations of this group of students. Students with specific learning difficulties may under-perform in education and often there are very low expectations of them in an academic context.
Context and main purpose of the project

In 2004 the AchieveAbility project was granted £478,000 by HEFCE. The aim of the two-year project was to break down the barriers to progression and raise awareness of the opportunities for learners with SpLDs in higher education. The project was informed by a report by the National Disability Team (June 2004), which recommended widening participation work to be more inclusive of disabled learners. 

There were three strands including a national aspiration-raising programme using role model ambassador students who themselves have SpLDs.

SpLD learners often feel that there are too many barriers to higher education, and therefore that they cannot progress. AchieveAbility provided positive role models who could offer advice, understanding and encouragement. The project recruited over 140 university student ambassadors (original target of 80) who worked across four English regions. Specialist training was devised by Dyslexia Action in partnership with AchieveAbility. This training was unique in the UK as it was designed specifically to address the needs of students with SpLD. A high percentage of the ambassador students were only diagnosed on entry to higher education. As one of them told the project:

“At school 90% of the time the problem was not that I couldn’t find the answers to something, but that I didn’t understand what the question was and what I should be looking for. I needed more help on structuring time and thoughts, learning how to break things down so they could be solved quickly.”
It is because of their experiences before entering higher education that many of the AchieveAbility ambassador students work hard to act as positive role models when visiting learners in schools and colleges. 
Identified target groups

AchieveAbility aimed to deliver outreach to pre-entry level learners who have, or may have SpLDs. In London, for example, the project worked with 25 schools and 400 learners from Year 9 to Year 13, as well as a small number of students from further education and primary learners. The majority of learners were identified by Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators (SENCOs) and some by careers tutors, disability tutors or subject teachers.
It is because of their own experiences before entering higher education that many of the AchieveAbility ambassador students work hard to act as positive role models
Identified barriers to progression

The following barriers to progression were identified:

• Many students have little or no understanding about their SpLD

• SpLD learners lack confidence in their abilities, and often are unable to identify their own strengths and weaknesses

• A lack of role models for SpLD learners

• A lack of support from teachers, parents and others to develop learners’ abilities

• A lack of belief in the successful progression of students with SpLDs, demonstrated by teachers, parents and students themselves
• A lack of clear information for parents, SpLD learners, Connexions, LEA, academic and administrative staff. The options and support available in higher education are therefore rarely understood

How the project addresses barriers 

Learners from four regions: London, South West, West Midlands and Yorkshire and Humberside have all been engaged in outreach work with AchieveAbility University Student Ambassadors. The outreach sessions varied from region to region and used different methods to reach the learners. 

The aim of the outreach work was to achieve three outcomes:

• Increased awareness of the opportunities in higher education

• Increased learner/parent/carer awareness of support available at higher education institutions

• Enhanced SpLD learner current educational experience 

The outreach work focused on breaking down the barriers identified and achieving the outcomes above. Ambassadors were used as positive role models - sharing their experience and inspiring SpLD learners to progress.

Notable successes of the project

Through detailed evaluation carried out with some of the participating learners it was established that the three outcomes were indeed achieved:

• Learners had greater awareness of opportunities and support in higher education

• Parents and carers had an increased understanding of possible support and entitlements in higher education

• Learners’ interaction with AchieveAbility had increased confidence, offered role models and learning strategies that enhanced their current experience at school or college
Learners had greater awareness of opportunities and support in higher education

Learner perspective

Evaluation was based on 66 baseline questionnaires, 8 final questionnaires and 40 learner case studies. It was found that learners had increased confidence and self-esteem. They had a more positive attitude towards having a SpLD and a greater appreciation that their SpLD need not hold them back. Learners felt more confident to attain in their current educational environment and their enjoyment of their school or college experience increased. Recognising that ‘people like them’ are succeeding helped learners to understand that they too could progress academically: 

“I think it was really useful. I learnt useful facts about the DSA, dyslexia support and study skills, how to stay ahead with my work, how to be organised, a bit of uni life, how tutors will deal with problems and how to use different methods of note taking. Instead of a person not knowing how you feel, it’s like a person talking exactly where you’re at.” 
“We don’t want to be labelled or put in a box. We (ourselves and ambassador) are all dyslexic so we can talk to each other…I have to work things out my own way. I prefer it that way. University fosters this.” 

Parent perspective

Evaluation was based on one case study and 10 questionnaires. It was found that some parents did not understand or accept that SpLD existed. Parents who were aware of the project work had a clearer understanding of SpLD. Most thought that the ambassador students had been inspirational and that their own sessions with the ambassadors had informed them about new strategies for their children to cope with day-to-day learning and opened up opportunities for their educational future.
Project leader perspective

Evaluation was based on 20 questionnaires and case studies. Staff found that learners were more motivated and productive in the classroom. They considered the learners more positive about having a SpLD and their future educational opportunities. Staff thought the delivery of three sessions was a good model and enabled the learner to have one-to-one contact and support. All participating staff thought the sessions were beneficial to the learner as they provided reassurance about entering higher education and a greater awareness of learning strategies.
Ambassador student perspective

Evaluation was based on 86 case studies, 65 questionnaires and 86 training questionnaires. The ambassador students found the project work to be valuable for skills development. They were more confident with team work, communication, organisation skills and time management. They were more comfortable with having SpLDs and they had greater understanding of their own learning style. They found the AchieveAbility project had helped them to be positive about their SpLD and their own educational progression.

Overall, awareness of opportunities and support at higher education level was increased. Learners developed greater confidence and skills and identified with the University Ambassadors as role models.
Challenges

During the evaluation process there were several challenges to the collecting of evidence. The nature of the learning difference and the insecurities these learners feel meant that they were supported in the process of feedback on a one-to-one basis. This process could often be slow. The regions had different ways of approaching identification and case study co-ordination due to the different stages of their management of the project. Data protection issues meant learners could not be contacted without parental consent; again this could be a slow process. In addition, the national project ran for only two years and as the outreach work started in April and September 2005 it was not possible to track the progression of these learners (mostly Years 10/11) into higher education. The project therefore has evaluated impact on aspiration and awareness. 
Value for money issues 

The main costs of the project were the co-ordinator, student ambassadors and some taxi fares. The project had quite high set-up costs associated with the co-ordinator developing the programme, but the pilot was always seen as a programme which could be disseminated to other groups and a larger number of students. The programme is being taken into schools, rather than the students visiting a higher education institution, and this will enable a much larger number of potential students to participate. This is in addition to the other dissemination projects. Therefore the spin-offs and the longer term sustainability of the programme should demonstrate value for money.
Lessons learned

Currently there is a loss of intellectual talent as approximately 10% of the population have a SpLD (British Dyslexia Association). The drop out of SpLD affects the achievement of the widening participation target of 50% of 18-30 year olds accessing higher education by 2010. 

The AchieveAbility University Ambassadors have provided vital role models to SpLD learners in schools and colleges. Case studies of the learners have demonstrated the impact this project has made to raise awareness of opportunities in higher education and to increase confidence in the learners’ own approach to learning.

Although there have been challenges in the process of evaluation, the evidence analysed has shown that the AchieveAbility project has increased awareness of the opportunities and support in higher education for participating learners, staff and parents. Participating learners and ambassadors have had positive experiences which has enabled them to view SpLD as beneficial to life experience. The barriers encountered are clearer and new strategies to cope with day to day organisation and learning have been adopted. Important findings from the research and pilot can be implemented to enhance the learner experience.

It is intended to embed good practice in higher education institution admissions/recruitment, disability, teaching and learning policies. Also it is intended to lobby higher education institutions to ensure resources are identified from widening participation funding and variable fees to support this work, as outlined in Higher Education Institutions’ Access Agreements.
Aimhigher West Yorkshire
This project illustrates how links between local institutions can be beneficial in developing support mechanisms. The systems for supporting disabled students in further and higher education have many differences and this project has identified ways to provide bridges during the transition period. The project also highlights the significant benefits of mentoring activities for the mentors as well as the mentees. 
Context and main purpose of the project

This programme in West Yorkshire has identified barriers for disabled learners making the transition from further education to higher education and has delivered two mentoring programmes to try overcome some of these.
Identified barriers to progression

The project identified numerous barriers for learners including financial issues, lack of information in accessible formats, different teaching styles, people’s perceptions of disabilities, lack of understanding of individual needs and the physical demands of courses. While these barriers could be argued to be generic and experienced by learners regardless of a disability, the research supported by similar studies identified specific barriers to disabled learners. The two main specific identified barriers were accessing the Disabled Students’ Allowances (DSA) and the loss of support networks when moving away from an established system including family and medical input. Both these barriers have been addressed by the project. 
Identified target groups

To address the barriers for learners moving away from established support networks, a two strand mentoring project has been piloted. The first strand has involved a programme to mentor learners on a one-to-one basis on the progression from Calderdale College to their chosen higher education institution. This has been achieved by supporting learners in making essential contacts, arranging visits to universities and assisting learners to submit an early application for the DSA. Meanwhile, the second strand has involved a mentoring scheme using disabled learners from the University of Huddersfield. These learners made the transition last year and would use their experiences to mentor disabled learners arriving the following year. Mentors were trained using Leeds Mentoring, an accredited external provider. The training for the mentors was paid for by the project and regular contact has been maintained between the mentor and trainer and between the mentor and mentee ensuring a continual cycle of support. 
How the project addresses barriers

Constant online and telephone help has been available for any issues that have arisen from the mentoring partnerships. This is recognised as a fundamental feature of the peer mentoring programme and has been pivotal in the success of the programme. It has been combined with regular meetings for reviews enabling the management of a tracking and evaluative strand to the programme. This has proved invaluable for identifying areas for improvement and providing evidence of successes.
Notable successes of the project

Each partnership has gained something different from the programme and the diversity of these benefits increases the value of the project. The universities have both recognised the powerful potential of mentoring and are eager to continue using the students’ experiences, especially as a marketing tool for widening participation. This programme has enabled a concentrated group of learners to benefit directly from a programme of activity which is now recognised by other departments within Calderdale College and the universities. The project has developed many valuable partnerships over the two years and the successes of the project brought organisations together at a national conference in March 2006. Delegates were able to discuss, share and challenge disability issues against a backdrop of the successes of the mentoring programme, support systems in further education, tensions and possibilities and staff development in addressing transitional issues.

The universities have both recognised the powerful potential of mentoring
The mentors and mentees have identified a number of benefits from taking part in the programme. These include:

• Increased confidence and motivation
• Raised aspirations and a sense of empowerment
• Friendship
• Providing positive role models

• The ability to share experience and knowledge of the university, the area, social life, course and study skills.
“The service that had the most impact with regards to my transition to higher education was my one-to-one mentoring.” (Mentee)

“Some of the benefits I got most from my mentoring, aside from the practical aspects, were those of confidence, calmness and a realisation that I was doing the right thing.” (Mentee)
“The student-peer mentoring activities have been particularly beneficial in terms of addressing transition to higher education and retention issues. We have been so impressed with the positive impacts that we are determined to sustain and grow this initiative.” (Head of Widening Participation, Higher Education Institution)
We have been so impressed with the positive impact that we are determined to sustain and grow this initiative

Challenges

The recruitment process of mentors for the peer-mentoring programme proved to be time consuming. The timing of this was identified as a challenge for both mentors and mentees. The attendance at reviews was often low which made gaining feedback time consuming as alternative contact had to be made. The project had a part-time Researcher/Officer who had very limited time to dedicate to the project. 

The Stepping Stones Booklet, a guide to accessing the DSA for disabled students, proved to be successful with 6,000 distributed nationally. However, information changes quite quickly and allowance changes for 2006/7 have meant the shelf life of the booklet was only 12months. Changes have been made to the online version: www.calderdale-colleges.com/steppingstones 

Lessons learned

• Mentees are best recruited through a disability induction day while the mentors will be recruited by inviting the mentees from last year’s programme, advertising through various mediums offered by the university, including students’ newsletter and using students from last year’s programme who will be returning as Year 3 students. These learners will receive refresher mentoring training. 

• Greater flexibility will be built into planning for mentor and mentee reviews.

• Not to rely on attendance at review sessions for feedback and to consider alternative mediums and perhaps more effective channels for providing feedback, e.g. a chat room and discussion forum via texts or e-mail, etc.
• More advertising is needed to raise the profile of the programmes, and to use mentors and mentees to sell the programme to give first-hand experience.
• A full-time project worker is needed to co-ordinate and run the activity on the project.
Developing the project

The project is in receipt of additional funding for a year and will include the continuation of the peer mentoring programme at the University of Huddersfield. This will run alongside the development of three peer mentoring programmes for disabled students making the transition onto an internal higher education programme within three local further education colleges. 

Other University of Huddersfield departments are requesting a similar programme to be run to address various areas through the powerful tool of mentoring

Learning points from the disability mentoring case studies: 

• There are different systems of support between further and higher education for disabled learners, and activities were directed at ensuring smoother transitions.

• Although not implicitly required, disabled mentors proved successful in these projects and they experienced many benefits themselves. 

• All three projects featured in these case studies offered discrete specifically developed programmes of support rather than provision embedded within general mentoring schemes. 

• All three projects managed to continue their activities in various guises, which suggest that this area of work is particularly valuable.
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Work-based Learning

Introduction 

Progression for work-based and vocational learners continues to be a priority for Aimhigher, and almost all partnerships are actively developing work in this area with a range of partners including training providers, further education colleges, employers, Sector Skills Councils, Connexions and adult guidance services. The case studies which follow relate to work-based learners – that is, people in employment, including apprentices, and young people who are looking to progress from school or college into employment and training. The decision to focus on work-based learners is driven by the challenge this has posed for Aimhigher partnerships. This challenge is recognised by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) in its project brief for the recent launch of the business planning phase of the Train to Gain higher education extension (HEFCE June 2006), where it noted, ‘a lack of shared language and cultures in promoting and developing higher level skills’, as well as, ‘a lack of capacity across the higher education sector to deliver tailored work-based learning.’ The perception that higher education is only for 18-21 year olds on full-time academic courses is one that persists.

Progression for work-based and vocational learners has and continues to operate within a rapidly changing national policy landscape; in particular the national skills agenda and the emerging role of Sector Skills Councils, Lifelong Learning Networks, Foundation Degrees and curriculum reform 14-19 and post-19.

These case studies are a small selection from a rich and successful variety of approaches to supporting the attainment and progression of work-based learners within Aimhigher partnerships, a number of which were previously highlighted in Making a Difference: the Impact of Aimhigher (Action on Access, 2005).

There are examples in Aimhigher of approaches to work-based learning across the range of the Aimhigher typology. The case studies used here mainly address the issues of awareness and aspiration-raising, attainment, and information, advice and guidance. Much activity is targeted at apprentices although there is also significant work being done to promote work-based progression in schools and with key influencers, including parents and guidance staff, as well as an emerging body of successful practice with employees in the work place and in their trade unions. 

It is important to recognise that whilst the case studies highlighted here can demonstrate impact in a number of ways it is still too early to measure the ‘bottom line’ – that is, the numbers of people from target groups who have successfully entered and completed their higher education programmes.

Mentoring

There are many successful examples of mentoring within Aimhigher partnerships, mainly delivered in the formal educational settings of schools, colleges, and higher education. That it can also be successful with employees/workplace learners is demonstrated by two approaches detailed here.
Tyne and Wear: Mentoring into Higher Education Project
Context and main purpose of the project 

The project was aimed at improving progression from work-based learning, specifically from advanced apprenticeships. It was funded by Aimhigher Tyne and Wear and managed by Tyne and Wear Work Based Learning Providers’ Network. 
Identified barriers to progression

Initially the project involved contacting Tyne and Wear training providers to research the current situation regarding progression into higher education. This included asking training providers what they thought were the barriers to progression. As the project progressed it also became clear that training providers were sometimes a barrier themselves. For example, managers did not always feed the information down the line to trainers/assessors who work directly with apprentices. Only a limited number of providers took up the opportunities offered by the project and often progression was only mentioned to apprentices as part of their exit interview. In defence of the providers it was not always the case that they were not interested, but often that it was low in their priorities.
How the project addresses barriers

The academic barriers identified were based around a lack of awareness and aspirations. Apprentices were often unclear about their own qualifications and their relation to traditional academic qualifications. Workshops were delivered, in conjunction with a colleague from the University of Sunderland, to small groups of apprentices. The sessions used exercises from STEP UP, a bridging module, and looked at where they were now and goals for the future, and higher education information. Although only a few providers took up this opportunity, those that did were very positive about the outcomes. One provider claimed it aided retention and employers had commented that learners were more career-focused. 

Initially the project officer was intended to be a mentor for apprentices wanting to progress but, unfortunately, for a considerable period there were no training providers who took up the offer. To tackle the problem in January 2005 the project ran a workshop for trainers/assessors entitled, Key to Completion: New Strategies to support progression. The event was designed for, and delivered to, trainers/assessors. This was crucial to the success of the project. The event raised awareness of the project and associated opportunities and as a result 21 mentees were identified as expressing an interest in progressing into higher education. It is currently thought that about 6 of these learners will actually progress onto a higher education course in September 2006. 

One provider claimed it aided retention, and employers had commented that learners were more career-focused
It is currently thought that about 6 of these (12) learners will actually progress onto a higher education course

Notable successes of the project 

Training provider perspective 

“Following a meeting in South Shields set up by the Tyne and Wear Providers Network, I took the opportunity to find out more about a support package for HNC Engineering Training. As I deal with quite a large number of local companies, I decided to offer this facility to my learners at W D Close and Wellstream, both companies working in the oil industry. With support from the staff at Bill Quay, a presentation was arranged and three learners took up the option to study at Hebburn College with another going to Tyne Metropolitan. Complemented by individual support, I was given all the documentation and help I required, enabling me to sign up these learners for this year’s enrolment. As a final measure I invited six learners into this scheme and the uptake has been 70%. This percentage figure has improved as I have introduced my work colleagues at T D R into the Aimhigher project. Well done to the Tyne and Wear Providers Network.”

Challenges

The principal challenge was persuading training providers that they should engage with the project, that it is relevant to them and that there are learners who are capable and are interested in higher education.
Lessons learned

The key to the success of the project has been to speak directly to the trainers/assessors who were very interested to hear about progression opportunities and admitted that their knowledge in this area was limited. 

Changes to higher education finance have made a significant difference to the project. It would have been difficult to persuade many training providers, and therefore apprentices, to engage with the project under the previous funding arrangements. The training providers were not aware that there is funding support for individuals and this has been a useful tool in gaining their interest. 

There is very limited information, advice and guidance available for part-time study and even less directed specifically at work-based learners. Information is usually secondary to full-time and often only gives very basic facts. The project is currently working on a progression pack including booklets for learners, training providers and finance to provide detailed information for those who take an interest in progressing. 
Developing the project

The opportunities offered by the project have only been taken up by a small number of training providers. However, those trainers/assessors who took an interest in the project produced a significant number of interested learners. 
Aimhigher Milton Keynes, Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire: Mentoring for Progression
Context and main purpose of the project 

Following an initial, but unsuccessful attempt to engage with employers through representative bodies, Aimhigher MKOB (Milton Keynes, Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire) approached a number of local employers and training providers directly in early 2005. Having discussed a menu of interventions that Aimhigher could support, mentoring was chosen as the preferred option by all. The hypothesis to be tested was whether mentoring was the technique that would encourage people in the workplace to progress in their educational development. 
Identified target groups

The target group was employees who have no experience of, but the potential to benefit from, higher education. Four types of employers were selected and recruited to take part in this project. 

• A large public sector employer - Oxfordshire County Council 

• A large private sector employer - Goodrich (a high technology company) based at Pitstone in Bucks

• Twenty small or medium sized enterprises from a cross section of sectors and various sizes of organisations

• A work-based learning provider, Aylesbury Training Group, where apprentices from a variety of sectors participated
Identified barriers to progression 

Many mentees had personal issues and/or a lack of confidence - a commonly held view was that higher education was beyond their reach. Those that previously had tried to find a higher education course commented that finding the information they required had been “near impossible.” They further commented that researching the information had been very time consuming, that much of the information was confusing, for example, universities and colleges have different names for the same course, and they found web sites difficult to navigate. 

The cost of some of the courses appeared to be prohibitive and there was a wide range of different prices. Institutions were not aware of grants that are available to part-time higher education students and therefore did not provide this information. The mentor had the impression that working practices in the organisations sometimes prohibited full support of the wider personal development of the mentees. Some organisations carry out a significant amount of on-the-job training; however their current appraisal schemes are set in the context of the needs of the organisation. This mentoring of the individual’s development set no boundaries and allowed individuals to think over a longer time horizon. 
How the project address barriers

The mentoring process involved identifying and recording each mentee’s development so far and helping them to determine in which direction they wanted to go. Research was conducted to find out what courses were available, where and how they are delivered, when they started and how much they cost. This information was then presented and discussed with the mentee to formulate an action plan.

The following success criteria for the project were agreed: 

• Mentees to feel valued, realise their full potential and plan for a successful future

• Organisations will gain from having a valued and motivated member of staff

• Learning and development will increase staff retention and therefore reduce costs

• If the mentees decide to progress, knowledge and skills will be transferred into the organisation

Notable successes of the project

By the end of the pilot, out of a target group of eighty, sixty individual progression plans had been developed and delivered. Progression outcomes include the following individual examples:

• Project Management course with the Open University in September 2006 

• Change of job to develop career but still considering higher education

• Foundation Degree in Business Management

• NVQ Level 3 in Administration

• Completing an NVQ Level 3 in Administration and planning a career change requiring qualifications

• Internal training programme as a taster course before embarking on higher education study

• ECDL course before starting a Foundation Degree in Business Management 

• English Degree with the Open University in September 2006 

• Business Start-up course, a book-keeping course and still planning higher education development

• Considering a career change requiring higher education study

Out of a target group of eighty, sixty individual progression plans had been developed and delivered, with very positive outcomes

Challenges

Making contact with employers proved a challenge, as was persuading employers how their organisations will gain from having a valued and motivated work force. Employees’ perceptions that employers set the needs of the organisation above the personal development of employees had to be overcome.
Lessons learned
In the summer of 2005, Aimhigher reviewed the initial results for the overall project of mentoring 80 people in the workplace in a variety of organisations, and decided that the results were significant enough to continue with the roll-out of the project. Some mentees had signed up to higher education courses and others had started to action their progression plan. However it became apparent that timing was an issue because the majority of further and higher education courses have a September start and to miss this date means waiting another year to start a course. 90% of the mentees who have missed the September window to progress are still being mentored. 
Developing the project

Oxfordshire County Council is the first organisation to embed Aimhigher mentoring and the programme has now been made available to all of its 18,000 employees. It has advertised the service in its newsletter and is in the process of recruiting more mentors and mentees. Five mentors have been trained so far and they have started to work with people within the Council.

16 employers have been recruited during phase two of the project and to date a total of 26 mentors have been trained. 

Oxfordshire County Council is the first organisation to embed Aimhigher mentoring and the programme has now been made available to all of its 18,000 employees
Working with Trade Unions: Aimhigher Greater Manchester’s Union Learning Clubs
It is increasingly recognised that working with Trade Unions and their members is a very effective way for Aimhigher partnerships to engage with learners in the workplace. This is being demonstrated through the current Aimhigher Trade Union Congress (TUC) national project and through a number of Aimhigher area projects. Of the latter, Greater Manchester has been running successful work involving Union Learning Representatives. The latest development of this has been the creation of Union Learning Clubs, developed by a partnership between the TUC Learning Services, Aimhigher and the Open University. 
Identified target groups

The project is open to anyone in the workplace who:

• Is interested in learning at higher levels

• Wants to develop higher level study skills

• Has always wanted to study something in depth but thought higher education was not for them 

• Has substantial experience, but not the qualifications to reflect it 

• Would like to try out a short course at university level before committing to a longer programme of study

Recruitment is through Union Learning Representatives (ULRs) in unionised workplaces. ULRs were invited to attend a briefing session at which the Open University and Unionlearn staff provided information about the project and about studying with the Open University.
Identified barriers to progression

There was a lack of understanding and knowledge of part-time, flexible higher education options open to those who are in work. The learners themselves had concerns over balancing home and work commitments with a demanding programme of study and a lack of peer support or family support for higher-level study. They feared incurring financial liabilities and had difficulty in seeing the advantage, in terms of career progression, of undertaking higher-level learning. Many lacked the qualifications required to study at higher education level, though this is not an issue for the Open University which has open access to all undergraduate courses. There was also a lack of confidence amongst adult learners which often stemmed from earlier negative experiences of education. Other identified barriers to progression included a fear of isolation, disability (dyslexia) and apathy.
How the project addresses barriers

The project builds upon ULRs’ capacity to advise and support their colleagues and join them in taking up appropriate higher education opportunities. It offers a range of short courses, all for part-time study, addressing either subjects of personal interest - for personal development - or skills and knowledge areas of benefit to career options either with their current employer or elsewhere. The project includes financial support for short courses with the Open University. To encourage and support learners who have opted into the offered short courses, the project is establishing informal learning clubs in the workplace. The project also provides advice and guidance on options for further study at higher levels. 

Notable successes of the project

ULRs were immediately interested and keen to promote the opportunity in their workplace and amongst their colleagues. Several signed up themselves for courses. Interest in the workplaces has also been very high and, for example, at one event 117 staff came to the helpdesk to discuss the options open to them. 

For the first courses in March 2006, 30 applications were received. This exceeded expectations and the target of 100 learners is likely to be reached by October 2006. Courses signed up for include the Open University’s ‘Openings’ programme, which is designed to introduce learners to higher education and to independent distance/open learning. The profile for the first wave of 30 applicants is an average age of 37 years, 3 with Level 3 qualifications, 13 with Level 2qualifications. Some applicants in the first round already had Level 4 qualifications or above but wanted to develop a new skill, mostly in ICT. Two learners had failed to complete earlier higher education qualifications and were keen to get back on the ladder. 

The learners identified the following as objectives to be gained from the courses; subject knowledge, professional development, personal achievement, rekindling learning desire, qualifications and increased confidence. 
At one event 117 staff came to the helpdesk to discuss the options open to them
Challenges

The challenges were mainly the timescales and co-ordinating partner and practitioner roles and relationships. The scale of the response was rather overwhelming and difficult to handle, particularly for Open University advisers who talked through the options and demands with every individual applicant. Costs were expected to be a challenge as it was thought that learners would not be able to or willing to pay the course fees. The project pilot funds half the fees cost. However, some learners are eligible for fee remission because of low incomes, and others seem quite willing to pay half of the fees.

The union learning clubs to support the learners are only just being established. These will be generic, run by Open University tutors with experience of supporting open and distance learners, and designed to overcome isolation, develop study skills and provide encouragement. 
Lessons learned
There will be a need to streamline support and delivery in any future version of this project and it may be necessary to pay for some dedicated Open University time as the project is quite demanding for staff. There is also a need to follow up the learners to see whether they continue, but feedback from those on courses at the moment is very positive.
There are moves to expand Clubs regionally and the whole project is gaining interest both within the Open University, which has the scope to extend its reach across the UK, and within UnionLearn
Developing the project

There are moves to expand Union Learning Clubs regionally and the whole project is gaining interest both within the Open University, which has the scope to extend its reach across the UK, and within Unionlearn.
Value for money issues
Relatively small amounts of funds were allocated directly to project workers and the project itself but value for money is secured by sharing ideas and resources with other projects and partners. It is worth adding funding to support the fee costs initially, but ultimately learners will probably be willing to fund themselves.
Information, Advice and Guidance for work-based learners

The previous case studies have identified that one of the main barriers to progression for work-based learners, their employers and their training providers is a lack of awareness and basic information about higher education opportunities. Feedback from Aimhigher partnerships also indicates that this is also a deficit area for some providers of guidance to young people and adults. The next two case studies demonstrate how the process of developing information packages is an important phase in raising the awareness of higher education for work-based learners and that the end product provides a valuable tool for key influencers as well as for learners. A key ‘value for money’ issue for Aimhigher nationally is what is the potential for doing this on a national basis?
Aimhigher West Midlands: GetUp. Go, and AimHigher South Yorkshire: Apprentices Aimhigher 
Both projects have developed interactive CD-ROMs targeted mainly at work-based learners, including apprentices. The Apprentices Aimhigher Building Pathways CD-ROM focuses on the engineering and construction sectors whilst the Getup. Go CD and website in West Midlands is more generic. Both make use of video clips with learners providing powerful testimonies as to the benefits of higher education for work-based learners.
Both projects make use of video clips, with learners providing powerful testimonies to the benefits of higher education for work-based learners

Identified target groups

West Midlands specifically targeted Level 3 apprentices whilst South Yorkshire’s audience was vocational learners in engineering and construction, apprentices, schools, lecturers, teachers, careers advisers and training providers. 
Identified barriers to progression 

The project identified that many apprentices wanted to go straight to work once they had finished their apprenticeship. Many had concerns over their ability to progress to higher education and time, income and employer support if they did. A lack of information and role models were evident.

Employers’ concerns included the availability of appropriate study programmes and whether the qualification was relevant or required by the company. There was also some unwillingness to release employees for further study due to time constraints.

Other barriers identified included some perceptions by training providers that their learners were not capable of Level 4, the perceived costs of higher education and that appropriate higher education progression through Foundation Degrees was not available in some sectors in the West Midlands. 

How the project addresses barriers

In the West Midlands, focus groups were used to identify successful case study examples to demonstrate to learners, employers and training providers the benefits of progression to higher education. In both examples the CD-ROM, (by using case study material) aims to assist learners who are making decisions about whether to choose an apprenticeship route into employment to understand that progression to higher education is an option for those taking the work-based route, either through part-time study, or by supported study routes with an employer. For those trainees currently on an apprenticeship, it aims to show that their training and education need not stop at the conclusion of their apprenticeship programme, and that it is important to complete the framework in order to open doors to some of the better and higher-paid careers in the field. The Building Pathways CD has, for example, a range of links to sites relevant to careers in both engineering and construction. 
Notable successes of the project

That these packages have filled a huge information and advice gap is recognised by a number of users:

“I really like the Apprentices Aimhigher CD Rom. There is so little of this quality for the non-traditional routes to higher education, in fact there is almost nothing of any quality available. I would like to make copies available in our Learning Resources Centre and perhaps give copies to tutors to lend to students.”

“The Apprentices Aimhigher CD Rom has proved a very useful resource with both engineering and construction students, and has been most useful as there are few resources available for this type of work. It has also been used as a careers guidance tool for Young Apprentices on engineering programmes, and also for general awareness raising with administration and hairdressing apprentices.” 

The CD ROM has proved a very useful resource with both engineering and construction students as there are few resources available for this type of work

Challenges 

Specific target audiences for the resources need to be defined, for example, for all apprenticeships and all vocational learners in specific sectors. As well as the broader target audience, for example parents, training providers and employers. The whole presentation should be accessible to all stakeholders.

It is important to ensure that the CDs get to the right learners, especially Level 3 users, as there has been too little information for Level 3 work-based learners.
Lessons learned

• This is an ‘iceberg’ project - there is far more under the surface to be dealt with than first meets the eye.

• There is a need for accurate information on progression possibilities for vocational learners.

• Production of resources with high-quality content requires a wide range of skills, contacts and networking to provide relevant, timely information.

• Choice of a production company with a good track record would be an advantage.

• Initial clear outline of the project contents and likely scope, with clear allocation of responsibilities, is necessary.

• Aimhigher teams learned more about the barriers for learners in persuading their employers to support higher levels of training, and their fears of going into debt or having to move away from home. 

• Both projects have shown that to produce a professional and effective product requires significant resources and a clear vision. 

Developing the project

In the West Midlands the project has tried to promote a change in culture amongst training providers, information and guidance staff, employers and Level 3 learners to encourage an expectation that a good number of Level 3 learners will go on to Foundation Degrees, HNCs or other higher education courses. Over 1200 of the CDs have been distributed locally and nationally. Recipients have included college staff, schools with vocational learning programmes, employers, Connexions, Jobcentre Plus, LSC, CoVE managers, Local Authorities, higher education tutors and guidance staff and training companies.

“The project has produced a framework which can be modified at relatively small cost to facilitate other curriculum areas and other regions of the country. Interest has been expressed by other Aimhigher areas to utilise the framework and concept for adoption, enhancement or modification. There is much potential in the CD Rom in terms of future usage, development or exploitation yet to be realised.”

(Dave Berry, South Yorkshire project)

These are not the only examples of information, advice and guidance packages produced by Aimhigher partnerships. The challenge now is to evaluate the best and to determine whether these models could have a wider or even national application.
Learning points from the work-based learning case studies

• Work-based assessors are key influencers on work-based learners and should be targeted by Aimhigher.

• It is more effective to make direct contact with employers rather than through employer and other associations.

• Mentoring works, and can demonstrate positive benefits of higher level progression to employers and employees.

• Aimhigher could provide added value to the Higher Level Skills pathfinders and Train to Gain through the provision of mentoring support to employees.

• Trade Union Learning Representatives are an effective conduit to work-based learners.

• The CD-ROM packages demonstrate that there is an urgent need for information on progression and financial support for work-based learners, employers and training providers. This could have a national application.
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Working with Schools

Introduction

The following case studies represent a tiny amount of the work done every day by Aimhigher practitioners. Choosing a cross section from a sector as vast as schools is virtually impossible. By necessity the choice is dictated by personal experience of people and projects, referrals from colleagues and perhaps more importantly by the enthusiasm of the people running them. The following case studies demonstrate a richness and imagination tempered by the necessity to measure impact and effectiveness. The aim is to include a good range of projects encompassing mentoring, work with primary children, work-based learning, work with disability and post-16 Gifted and Talented. 
Aimhigher Personal Adviser Programme in the Nottingham North Constituency 

Nottingham North has one of the lowest progression rates to higher education. This project exemplifies how when resources are channelled into working with very specific cohorts great benefits to participants can accrue. The project is costly and intensive and involves a range of partners working together to make a real impact. The headline figures are very impressive and the case study provides a detail that is commendable. This single project brings together a spread of activities which would rarely be offered to one cohort but it works in one of the very areas in which Aimhigher needs to raise aspiration and attainment. 
Context and main purpose of the project

The Aimhigher Personal Adviser (APA) programme is firmly embedded within the Nottingham North constituency area of Nottingham City. Its impact on students and contribution towards meeting the national Aimhigher objectives and specific Aimhigher Nottinghamshire Strategic Aims is clearly demonstrated within this case study. The programme employs APAs to provide a complementary service to work with identified young people aged 13-19 and their families. 
The project has contributed to the achievement of targets for increased participation. Nottinghamshire has seen one of the biggest increases of students into higher education in the East Midlands

Identified barriers to progression 

The parliamentary constituency of Nottingham North has one of the lowest proportions of young people progressing to higher education in the country. The issues affecting the prospects of young people in Nottingham North are complex and call for a targeted approach. This project has developed and implemented a scheme of individually tailored learning opportunities and co-ordinated, comprehensive support measures to address “poverty of expectation” and raise aspirations and attainment of those young people identified as able to benefit by the schools. The project has contributed to the achievement of targets for increased participation in higher education in Nottinghamshire by 2010 and has addressed deep-seated local and cultural issues influencing sustained growth in the longer term. Consequently the area has seen one of the biggest increases of students progressing into higher education in the East Midlands. 

Nottingham North Constituency is one third of the City of Nottingham, comprising the 8 outer-city former council estates and is largely white working class. All 9 wards are in the bottom 150 out of 8,500 for education and skill achievement. The city has only 9% of young people progressing to higher education against a Nottinghamshire average of 38%, a national average of 41% and a Government target of 50%. There is a deep-rooted culture of under achievement and low parental expectation, calling for intensive and innovative measures.
Identified target groups

APAs work with a minimum of 60 Year 10, 11, 12and 13 students, identified in conjunction with the schools’ Aimhigher co-ordinators. They are identified by their potential to gain 5 A*-C GCSEs, qualification for free school meals, and being the first in family to access higher education. Those students selected for the programme have additional disadvantage pertaining to family or other circumstances, but will also have demonstrated a willingness to learn. An individually- tailored suite of learning opportunities and support measures, including raising aspiration and attainment activities (e.g. mentoring, life coaching, study support, educational visits and work experience) will be designed with each participant and their family or carer. APAs also work with a wider group of individuals on a regular basis, to provide wider group sessions and one-to-one interviews, where there is a specific need or recommendation.
How the project addresses barriers 

APAs raise and support the profile of Aimhigher in schools and have time to organise and promote activities and can commit to a small number of students, providing expertise such as researching courses and open days for individual students.

In total during the financial year 2005/06, 7,393 student activities took place during a total of 14,113 hours, with students who had attended 8 secondary schools in Nottingham North.
Notable successes of the project 

Nottingham North schools’ headline facts (taken from 2004/05 academic year data)

• 98% of students working with an APA transferred to post-16 education, training or job with training, compared with 79.5% Nottingham North schools’ average and 91% average of the schools’ widening participation cohort

• 96% of students working with an APA gained a Level 2qualification at the end of Year 11, compared with 36.25% Nottingham North schools’ average

• 97% of students working with an APA transferred to a Level 3 qualification at the end of Year 11

• 88% of students working with an APA gained a Level 3 qualification at Year 13

• 47% of Year 13 students working with an APA transferred to higher education in 2005/06*

* Some students are taking gap years and intend to transfer to higher education in 2006/07.
Many schools are 11-16 but work continues with students post 16. 909 one-to-one activities took place with Year 12, 13 and 14 students and there were 1,035 Year 12and 13 activities taking place within group sessions led by APAs. 

This has been made possible as a result of the successful relationships built up between APAs and their students during Years 10 and 11 and additional support following their GCSE results, as well as excellent post-16 retention and generally demonstrating the right choice of progression pathway for each student. In turn this will lead to improved higher progression.

47% of Year 13 students working with an Aimhigher Personal Adviser transferred to higher education in 2006/07
Learner perspective

Students embrace their confidential one to one support as it is not from a perceived position of ‘authority’ i.e. school or parent. APAs are seen as “neutral” persons with whom to discuss progression routes. One to one sessions range from a minimum of 6 up to 17 times per year per student.

In Nottingham North a total of 1,583 individual one-to-one interviews were held during a total of 1,077 hours. Examples include:

• Intensive support to students experiencing issues affecting their ability to enter post-16 education or training

• Full guidance interviews and preparation for interviews

• Personal statements and Post-16, UCAS and other applications 

• Supporting students to continue their planned progression routes as a result of higher or lower exam results

Group sessions are offered to meet student needs, such as post-16 applications and Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) information. They are mostly aimed at Years 9, 10 and 11. On average, an APA will hold a group session at least once per term and they tend to last between one and two hours each. Group sessions are attended by an APA’s student cohort, but invitations are extended to other students if there is space, to offer additional support to students who would not otherwise receive it. 

2,070 student activities took place in group sessions over 2,450 hours, including:

• Higher education Summer Schools awareness

• Ex-student presentations to Year 11 groups

• Lunch time drop-in clinics

• EMA presentations as a result of lack of awareness of finance available post-16 and post-18

• Finance for higher education presentations

• Healthcare profession presentations

Further education and work-based learning visits and events have been organised and supported by APAs, over and above activities organised within schools. 307 students participated in further education visits and events during a total of 875 hours, including:

• Year 9 Roadshows hosted by post-16 institutions and supported by APAs

• Visits to a Nottingham North sixth form by Year 11 students from another Nottingham North School

• Supporting students on specific post-16 visits

• Development of additional taster days for specific APA students

357 students participated in higher education visits and events during a total of 1,890 hours, including:

• Year 9 visit to Nottingham Trent University

• Year 9 Smallpiece Engineering Masterclass

• Year 10 visit to Jubilee Campus, University of Nottingham 

• Accompanying students to Oxbridge events

• Arranging a higher education fair at one school

• Developing compact relationships with universities on behalf of schools

• Briefing and de-briefing students before and after activities

Support by APAs for employer and training visits/experiences helped 42students over 138 hours.
School perspective

Schools arrange a whole range of events for their students, in particular aimed at their widening participation students, but through a series of evaluations and consultations, schools, students and APAs agree that it is the ‘joining up’ of all school-organised Aimhigher activities by APAs that will inculcate the understanding in students that they have the potential to access higher education. This is achieved by APAs reflecting with students on what they have learned, seen and will do next. This translates in improved attendance and achievement and the students become more focused. Indeed, in 2006/07, schools have been asked to contribute towards the funding of the APA programme within their school and 75% of schools have agreed to do this, demonstrating the importance they place on the work of the APAs with their students.
It is the joining up of all school-organised Aimhigher activities by Aimhigher Personal Advisers that will inculcate the understanding in students that they have the potential to access higher education
Higher education perspective

In particular, work has supported awareness-raising of higher education in further education opportunities and these are welcomed by the higher education providers within further education. Higher education in further education presentations were offered to Year 12students at a series of Aimhigher Roadshows. Some of the APAs accompanied the students to the Roadshow, having already briefed them and then discussed what they had learned. The APAs went on to provide this information through one to one and group sessions. 

Introduction to Foundation Degrees events were held for staff and practitioners, and through attending these, the APAs are able to inform their cohort students of the range of opportunities available to them at one-to-one interviews and group sessions. This will impact on student applications to undertake Foundation Degrees locally.

One APA in particular, who works within 3 Nottingham North schools, is finding that some of her students are experiencing difficulties with their Year 12choices – most of which were AS. Some of them are experiencing personal issues, but others, who would benefit from a vocational programme, have received in-depth support from the APA to transfer from their courses on to vocational programmes, the impact being that those students may well have dropped out of post-16 education or training completely and not fulfilled their potential to access higher education. This way they have the opportunity to access higher education through a vocational pathway. Work with Year 12students on a minimum termly basis has supported one student to transfer from an A Level programme to a BTEC, who would otherwise have dropped out. In addition, one Year 12student with poor AS results was supported to transfer to a Modern Apprenticeship programme as a “gap” year and has now been promised Level 4 training by their employer if they stay. The parents of this student are very pleased indeed.
Project leader perspective
To date, the APA programme has been funded by the former Excellence Challenge, Connexions Nottinghamshire, some schools, Aimhigher Nottinghamshire and, specifically in Nottingham North, with additional funding sources including Greater Nottingham Partnership, East Midlands Development Agency and LSC Nottinghamshire.

The project appears to be under threat for 2006-2007, however, with a modest contribution of funding from all participating schools the APA activity is sustainable.

During 2006/08 the activity will continue to provide one to one support for identified cohorts from Years 10 and 11 and also in Years 12and 13, wherever the students choose to undertake their post-16 Level 3 education, training or job with training. It will also support Year 14 students as they prepare to enter higher education or are in their first year of higher education. It is recognised that the one-to-one support provided to students is the most highly valued by the students and has the greatest impact. However, specific group sessions for 6-8 students do have a measurable impact and indeed, some whole class sessions to deliver specific information on, for example, finance or higher education summer schools also take place. In addition, specific targeted work will take place with parents to gain their support for their students and also to raise their own awareness of higher education as an option for themselves.

During the last financial year, 152 parents/carers have met and had discussions with APAs during a total of 233 hours, including:
• Introduction and “hand holding” to students and their parents/carers at university family suppers, with follow-up activities, e.g. on how they found the campus

• Securing parental support and commitment towards students’ progression routes and career choices

• Addressing barriers to further and higher education, such as finance

• Addressing concerns of parents/carers in respect of their children accessing higher education summer schools and other residential activities

Tracking students from all schools with an APA post-16 and ultimately post-18 will demonstrate the impact of the project on achievement and progression by students from the Parliamentary Constituency of Nottingham North. The funding provided by Aimhigher Nottinghamshire and Connexions will ensure this continues. 
Challenges

The challenge to this programme will always be funding. The schools are well aware of the impact on their students, but by its very nature the programme supports a small group of students intensively and a wider group to a lesser extent. With budgets and priorities stretched in schools, Connexions and DfES (Aimhigher), the funding of the continuation of the project is the greatest challenge.
Lessons learned

The range of interventions varies between schools, but during individual reviews with the APAs it is clear that the best support is unanimously considered to be that provided within a one-to-one interview. Key contributions to the success of the APA project include: rapport with students, building relationships with other school staff, regular work with Year 12students, the benefits of compacts with local universities and meeting the parents and carers. This information has informed the future strategic direction of the programme, including maintaining a small identified cohort and a more planned approach to working with parents.

Project Development

The development of the programme within the Nottingham North Constituency is the result of a pilot programme within 3 schools, which began in 2002. It has also been running in other areas of Nottingham City and was extended to 7 Nottinghamshire County schools in 2005/06. The impact has been made possible by accessing alternative funding sources and this will continue.

Value for money

Measured on a per student basis the project is expensive, but its impact on retention and progression is clearly measurable for students who were at risk of not progressing or not achieving their 5 A*-C grades as a result of lack of awareness and aspiration. 

In addition, as higher education is their entire focus, the APAs can share their knowledge and best practice with teachers and practitioners to be able to support a wider group of students within their school.
The project is expensive but its impact on retention and progression is clearly measurable for students who were at risk of not progressing or not achieving

Aimhigher Leicestershire Disability Project: Dyslexia Event 

This project is interesting because it highlights a specific approach to widening participation for a group often left out of Aimhigher plans. It is also an example of an excellent idea which demonstrates the difficulty of reaching the students Aimhigher needs to reach. Aimhigher is about recruiting from the hard-to-reach groups. This project shows some of the lessons that can be learned when trying to do this. 
Context and main purpose of the project

On the evening of 8th March 2006, an event for prospective university students with dyslexia was held at the University of Leicester. The event was run in collaboration with Aimhigher Leicestershire, Loughborough University, De Montfort University, the University of Leicester, Connexions and local school and college staff.

This event arose out of the Aimhigher Leicestershire Disability Project which had included events hosted by universities for students with disabilities in its plan for 2005/06. Dyslexia was chosen as the focus for the event due to the very high number of dyslexic students studying at Level 3 in Leicester, and the significant proportion of these students entering higher education without suitable evidence of their Specific Learning Disorder (SpLD). It was felt that this was an important area to concentrate on in terms of raising awareness of the support available at higher education level as well as what students need to consider/do before entering higher education.

Identified barriers to progression

In general, the main barriers relating to the target group are lack of knowledge about support available in higher education for students with dyslexia, and the need for disclosure. With some students there is also likely to be a lack of motivation and aspiration to enter higher education.
Identified target groups

Initially Year 12students with dyslexia studying in Leicester City were targeted. However, after some demand from students in Year 13, this was opened up to students on Level 3 courses. Numbers were limited to 50 student places for the event due to staffing resources available. In addition to the 50 student places, parents and teachers were invited as they are an important influence and source of information for these students. Due to lower demand than expected from the initial target group, the invitation was extended to the rest of Leicestershire and to younger students. 

How the project addresses barriers

After an introduction to set the context of the event and an overview of life in higher education as a dyslexic student, participants were split up for workshops.

Student workshops raised awareness of support requirements and availability (financial, equipment, software and staff), and the need for disclosure. They prepared students to make informed choices and to take appropriate steps before entering higher education. Workshops were supported by a university dyslexia specialist, a member of widening participation staff, and current university students with dyslexia. The input from university students was invaluable as they were able to share their experiences (both positive and negative) of higher education and any lessons learned. A number of resources were produced to support this session.

Parents and teachers were provided with a separate input which addressed student finance and the Disabled Students’ Allowance, as well as university support services.

Workshops were supported by a university dyslexia specialist, a member of the widening participation staff and current university students with dyslexia

Notable successes of the project

Learner perspective

Evaluation feedback from attendees was very positive with all students agreeing or strongly agreeing that they had enjoyed the event, it had encouraged them to go on to university and it informed them about what university was like. All but one student felt the event had encouraged them to work harder at school/college. Comments on evaluation forms were also very positive.

All but one student felt the event had encouraged them to work harder at school/college

School perspective

“The feedback from all who attended the dyslexia event was very positive. It was found to be very informative and all those who went were glad they were encouraged to do so.” (School staff)
“Thank you for organising a very useful information event for supporting students with dyslexia in higher education. I found the event informative and the information pack most useful and have passed the information on to all of my students who will be, or are in the process of, applying for higher education both in Year 12 and 13.” (School staff)
Higher education perspective

The general consensus of staff from higher education institutions involved in the planning and delivery of the event was that the event was a success despite low attendance. They felt the event should be repeated and were keen to be involved with future events, particularly after receiving such positive feedback from students and school staff.
Project leader perspective

The event was co-ordinated through a sub-group of the Aimhigher Leicestershire Disability Project and enabled targets set in the 2005/06 Action Plan to be met. An evaluation of the event was undertaken which included participant evaluations, comments from school/college staff, and an evaluation meeting of the planning group. This has led to useful information and suggestions for improvement for future events.

Challenges 

Recruitment for this event proved problematic. Despite large numbers in the target cohort, the comparatively small number of available spaces was not filled, even when the invitation to the event was widened to include other age groups and county schools. Attendance of the event was poor. Out of the 37 students who were registered to attend, only 9 turned up. Possible reasons include a communication problem in some schools, and that information wasn’t reaching students as quickly as hoped. When students who registered were asked why they hadn’t attended the response was generally that they forgot. This was reinforced by comments from college staff stating this is the nature of the students’ dyslexia.

Lessons learned

Due to issues with recruitment and attendance, future events should be kept to a smaller scale to ensure a more appropriate ‘staff to participant’ ratio. Parents and teachers should be asked to complete an evaluation form.

In future, fewer planning meetings of staff would reduce costs. Now that resources and a format for the event have been established, less planning should be required in future.
Project development
Two further events have been included in the plan for 2006/07, one to be held at De Montfort University and one at Loughborough University. These will be on a smaller scale than the first event, aiming for 15 students plus parents and teachers at each event. The resources and format which have already been devised will be utilised. The resources are also to be included on a CD to be sent to schools and on the Aimhigher Leicestershire website.

Value for money

The project proved to be very resource-intensive, particularly in terms of staff time and especially considering the low number of participants. However, the impact on participants was very high and much positive feedback was received from planning staff, teachers and students. As events are planned to be repeated and the resources used again, this will represent best value for money in the longer term.

Loughborough University: Lego League 
This project is imaginative and good value for money. There is a clear need to work with children of primary age and there is a significant number of universities responding to the challenge. These projects do not offer quick wins but in the longer term should raise the aspirations of a generation. 
Context and main purpose of the project

The Lego League project was piloted during the 2005/06 academic year and represented an opportunity to deliver Aimhigher activity with a primary school focus. Following a meeting with the Engineering Department at Loughborough University, a regional Lego League competition was identified as a vehicle for introducing younger school students to the concept of higher education, whilst at the same time raising the profile of engineering as a subject area in a fun and challenging way. 

Identified barriers to progression

The sole purpose of this project was to look at raising the aspirations of the young people involved. At primary school level students are more likely to be enthused and engaged with learning, however they are not often aware of the opportunities that will be open to them in later life. Through participation in this project, we hoped to do some basic awareness-raising of what a university actually is, whilst at the same time encouraging the idea that a university environment is an inclusive one.

Identified target groups

The Lego League project was targeted at Years 5 and 6 students who had been identified as having the potential to achieve academically. Particular efforts were made to ensure the involvement of those schools from the areas in Loughborough with the highest levels of deprivation. Teams were restricted to ten students per school.
How the project addresses barriers

The project provided the participants with an opportunity to spend quality time with Loughborough University students in preparation for the Lego League final which took place on the University campus. Through this the pupils were exposed to university students as ‘normal’ people, and a university campus as an environment open to all. The emphasis throughout the project was on having fun and it is hoped that the association of university with fun for these young people will continue as they progress through their education.

The primary pupils were exposed to university students as ‘normal people’ and a university campus as an environment open to all
Notable successes of the project
Learner perspective

All of the students that took part in the Lego League programme were able to undertake activities and use facilities that they would not ordinarily be exposed to. This clearly enhanced their enjoyment of the project, and was reflected in the enthusiasm with which they undertook their tasks.

Another notable success was in organising each of the schools taking part onto the campus all at the same time for the Lego League final. Students from each school interacted with each other and were exposed to the type of environment they would experience at a university.

Throughout the project each school was paired with a current Loughborough undergraduate. This gave the participating students the opportunity to spend quality time with role model figures and question them on their life at university. 

School provider perspective

Each of the schools that have been involved commented that their pupils benefited greatly from the experience of Lego League. Each school was provided with a Lego ‘Mindstorms’ kit and a challenge mat which they will continue to use in subsequent years and can be added to the school’s resources. A more formal evaluation is currently being undertaken.

Higher education perspective

The Lego League project has provided the Loughborough University Widening Participation Team with the opportunity to develop the outreach work that it undertakes with primary schools. Good working relationships have now been built with these schools and from here it is hoped that further initiatives can be developed. Loughborough University is a partner in the national Aimhigher Primary School project, and it is planned that the project will enable the University to develop its activities more widely.  The project also provided the University with a vehicle to raise the profile of engineering as a subject area with young people.

Project leader perspective

The project was coordinated jointly by the Widening Participation Office and the Engineering Department at Loughborough University, as part of its Aimhigher commitments. This was a new area of work from which both parties were able to learn.

Challenges

Getting each of the local primary schools involved from the planning stage right through to the conclusion was a challenge. Arranging meetings at which key members of staff from each school were able to be present was particularly difficult. The nature of the project was such that it was relatively easy to encourage the schools to get involved, but it was not always easy to ensure that all the different people involved clearly understood the purpose of the project.

The project involved a lot of logistical work. Maintaining regular contact with the schools as they progressed through the project required a lot of time and effort. 

The cost of developing and delivering the project was significant and beyond the scope of the Aimhigher budget available to the University. Managing the subsidising of this project from the University’s own budget needed to be carefully considered to ensure that the aims and purposes of Lego League remained aligned to the objectives of Aimhigher.
Lessons learned
For the most part primary schools demonstrate great enthusiasm for outreach activities and events. Although resources are stretched, the willingness of primary school pupils enables the organisation of such a large scale project.

A number of logistical considerations have to be taken into account when dealing with younger students (i.e. suitable lunches, prizes for everyone, etc). These factors will be taken into account when planning further initiatives and future projects.
Project development
It is planned that the Lego League project will continue next year and will be expanded to involve a greater number of schools from a wider area across Loughborough. Each of the schools involved in the pilot project has expressed a desire to be involved in subsequent projects.
Each of the schools involved in the pilot project has expressed a desire to be involved in subsequent projects
Value for money
Through the direct involvement of the University’s Engineering Department and their subsequent subsidy of the project’s running costs, Lego League has been very cost-effective for Aimhigher Leicestershire. 

The International Space Olympics

Context and main purpose of the project

The International Space Olympics is an international event held in Korolev, Moscow, Russia annually in October. It is a space-based competition in which students compete in examinations in Physics, Maths and Computing or Literature, and a presentation on an aspect of space. They visit major space-related places such as Star City where cosmonauts are trained, attend masterclasses given by key figures in the Russian Space Program, visit cultural events such as the ballet and go on excursions to major sights like Red Square and The Kremlin.

In 1999 two colleges in Leicester collaborated to send 5 students to the Space Olympics. In 2002Aimhigher became involved and brought together 5 schools and colleges in the City of Leicester to send a team of more than 16 students. There has been a team of similar proportions, up to 22students, every year since then with one planned for October 2006 in what will be the fifth year of the project.
Identified target groups

The target group is 16 – 19 year old students within the criteria: either Gifted and Talented students who are to be stretched by the experience, or students from widening participation banner with the aim of encouraging a broader perspective and raising their aspirations to higher education. Students are selected within each institution independently according to varying criteria that may include a letter of application, giving a presentation, examination results, a reference from their teachers and interview. The resulting team represents the City of Leicester.

Notable successes of the project

The students derive a great deal from the experience and on their return they are wiser and more confident young adults. In the competitions students compete alongside Russians and non-Russians according to the Russian syllabus which is very different from that of the UK in Maths and Physics. They achieved excellent results in each discipline, have gained a first place for the overseas students on many occasions and overall 5th, 6th or 7th place (out of all 200 students) in the last three years. 
The students have gained overall 5th, 6th, and 7th place (out of all 200 students) in the last three years
Learner perspective

One past student (2003) mentioned the benefit of the “self challenge of taking exams that were beyond him, a perfect experience for later.” This student is now in his third year of a maths degree at Cambridge University. Another student commented on the value of the experience of giving a presentation through an interpreter.

Besides the competitions the students have benefited hugely from the social and cultural aspects of the event, one student posting on a web site, “for sale – one unwanted return ticket from Moscow to London,” another on seeing the ballet at the Kremlin Palace stated that, “it was the best thing he’d ever seen”. Students of all nationalities reside under one roof and therefore mix formally and informally. As part of the Space Olympics groups of students in mixed teams and nationalities deliver performances, and for some it is their first time on a stage. For some students it has formed a contributing factor to successful university application, for example, for one student (2004) it was the only topic discussed in an interview at Cambridge University.
Challenges

The challenges have been many. There have been the obvious logistic challenges of five schools/colleges working together and with two universities, the Space Centre, a maths specialist and a Russian specialist. These have been overcome by effective regular communication and a long lead-in to the project. There have also been administrative difficulties in co-ordinating the arrangements which have been overcome by a central member of staff dealing with all of the administration.

Perhaps the most difficult of the challenges has been the differences in health and safety between England and Russia. This culminated in a health and safety visit by the team leader who spent a week with the organising Education Authority in Korolev specifying the health and safety requirements of the team. The Russian organisers were willing to accommodate and address our concerns and have done so successfully. Again, time and good communication were key to the solution.
Lessons learned

The biggest lesson and the major success beyond the achievements and development of the students themselves was the collaboration between the diverse range of institutions. This has led to further collaboration in other areas and other projects as well as a greater understanding between the 16 – 19 institutions. It is as if the Space Olympics has been a catalyst for other developments. An example of this is a student who attended the Space Olympics in 2002and went on to study Space Physics at Kingston University. He says of the Space Olympics, 

“I was not so aware of how the space industry functioned or indeed how small it is! Because of that, manned spaceflight was always shrouded in a certain level of mystery. Whilst it’s this mystery that makes spaceflight so exciting for most people it also made it feel quite distant and inaccessible. The great thing about the Space Olympics is that young students get to see real space facilities and talk to real space professionals in Russia. A lot of the red tape found surrounding spaceflight in the US and Europe has been stripped away by the Russians and for me it felt like a more open view of spaceflight in general; being able to actually poke your head inside a Soyuz capsule and touch flight rated hardware was a really different and generous opportunity to have been handed our way.” 

This student has since gone onto work in the space industry and is at present controlling three geostationary satellites from Germany. Another student (now in the final year of a Masters in Astrophysics) said,

“It gave me a lot of confidence to go on to university and to take chances on things,” and, “I was so glad to have been a part of the trip to Korolev, it was an amazing experience!”
The biggest lesson and the major success beyond the achievements and developments of the students themselves was the collaboration between the diverse range of institutions
Value for money

The approximate total cost was £32,500.00 for a party of 28, consisting of 22students and 6 staff. The costs include contact from Russia, flights, visas, and coach hire and masterclasses. Given the overall time spent by the students on the project this would appear to represent good value.
Learning Points from the Schools Case Studies
• Tailored activity programmes targeted at specific cohorts can have significant effects on attainment and progression.

• Mentoring schemes need to be sustained over a period of time especially across transitions.

• Mentors are better received if they appear ‘school neutral’.

• Mentoring works best within a wider aspiration-raising programme.

• When specific cohorts, e.g. dyslexic students, visit higher education institutions it is invaluable to utilise existing students with similar barriers.

• It is useful to involve parents and carers in targeted events.

• Converting recruitment into attendance at events requiring dyslexic students to ‘remember’ cannot be automatically assumed.

• Younger pupils require a different approach.

• Schools feel more engaged where activities inform teachers as well as learners.

• Aimhigher activities can have an international dimension.
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Glossary of terms
Access Agreements 
Document in which higher education institutions set out the fee limits they intend to set, the measures to safeguard and maintain fair access, and the milestones they will set themselves around fair access.

Aimhigher Roadshow 
National awareness-raising bus visiting schools and colleges

APA 


Aimhigher Personal Adviser

BDA 


British Dyslexia Association

BCUC 


Buckinghamshire Chilterns University College

BTEC 


Business & Technology Education Council

BTech National 
Level 3 technical qualifications available in various subjects

Connexions 
The Government’s support service for all young people aged 13 to 19 in England

CoVE 


Centre of Vocational Excellence

DfES 


Department for Education and Skills

DRC 


Disability Rights Commission

DSA 


Disabled Students’ Allowance

Dyslexia Action 
National charity and provider of services and support for people with dyslexia and literacy difficulties 

EMA 
Educational Maintenance Allowance paid to post 16 students in full time education

EMDA 


East Midlands Development Agency

EMUA 
East Midlands Universities Association represents the 10 Higher Education Institutions in this region

FACE 


Forum for the Advancement of Continuing Education

Foundation Degree 
Degree level qualifications designed with employers

GCSE 


General Certificate of Secondary Education

G&T 


Gifted and Talented

HEFCE 

Higher Education Funding Council for England

HEI 


Higher Education Institution

HNC 


Higher National Certificate

IAG 


Information, advice and guidance

ICT 


Information and Communication Technology

LEA 


Local Education Authority

LLN 


Lifelong Learning Network

LSC 


Learning and Skills Council

MKOB 


Milton Keynes, Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire (Aimhigher Area) 

NIACE 


National Institute of Adult Continuing Education

OfSTED 

Office for Standards in Education

OU 


Open University

SAT 


National Curriculum Assessments

SENCOs 

Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators

SpLD 
Specific Learning Difficulties (some practitioners now refer to Specific Learning Differences)

Train to Gain 
A service from the Learning and Skills Council to help businesses get the employee training they need to succeed

ULR 


Union Learning Representative

UMIST 


University of Manchester Institute of Science and Technology

WBL 


Work-based Learning

WEA 


Workers Educational Association
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