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INTRODUCTION

Alan Evans

National Coordinator, Cardiff University

The Aimhigher Associates Scheme focuses on using undergraduate students (Associates) in HEIs to support underrepresented learners at key points in their education, so that they will be able to progress to higher education equipped with the skills and knowledge needed to succeed even at the most competitive HEIs.

The Scheme consists of two phases: 

1
In the first phase, 2008–9, 17 Pathfinder Aimhigher Area Partnerships developed the scheme within their own areas. Their experiences were then used to develop a coherent national approach for the second phase.

2
The second phase, 2009–11, involved all 42 Aimhigher Area Partnerships. This two-year national phase of the scheme was launched in June 2009.

The £21 million Associates Scheme is strongly focused on school–university partnerships, facilitating highly interactive relationships between school and university students, which help to promote and encourage students from socially deprived backgrounds to gain entry to universities throughout the UK. The scheme involves some 4000 undergraduates, more than 800 schools, colleges and academies, more than 140 universities and 19,000 school students.
WIDENING PARTICIPATION AND WIDENING ACCESS: A CHALLENGING PROSPECT

Professor Steve Smith

President of Universities UK and Vice-Chancellor of the University of Exeter
Introduction

Universities UK aims to provide a voice for higher education within the highest levels of government, and being President at a time of so many challenges and changes is a privilege. I am delighted to have the chance to join you at your first ever conference because I believe what you are aiming to achieve is so important to the future of higher education.

The last two weeks have seen some extraordinary changes in the politics of our country. I know that Professor Storan will be talking in more detail about the likely impact of those changes when he speaks to you later but I do just want to take a few moments to give you the Universities UK perspective on what the changes to the government might mean for higher education.

More broadly, I would like to say a few words about the challenges that the sector faces in the period ahead: in terms of funding cuts and the Browne Review and to set out why Universities UK, as a major membership organisation of a very diverse sector, remains so committed to widening participation.

And I want to talk about the importance of the work that you do in helping us to make the case for continued public investment in higher education.

I hope my remarks will provide some context for your exploration of widening participation and access to higher education over today and tomorrow.

The new political context and the challenges facing the sector

But let me begin with the election and the formation of a new government.

I think few of us would have predicted the outcome – perhaps not even those who are now leading the government – when voting ended on 6 May. But we do have a new government, and the promise of a new type of government, too. It is the first peacetime coalition since the 1930s. It has been formed on the basis of an agreement that it will serve a full five-year term. And we have the sketchy outline of an agreed government programme.

We cannot, of course, be sure that it will survive for five years and we cannot be sure how its plans will be affected by the need to tackle the very real fiscal crisis that the government faces as its number one task.

But there are some positives to welcome.

Positives

It is good news that David Willetts has been given responsibility for higher education. David has a wealth of experience and a real understanding of higher education. He has made it very clear to us that he places the student experience at the centre of his thinking. And this is not just in terms of the student already at university but the experience of the applicant, which he has demonstrated by emphasising the importance of information, advice and guidance for those considering higher education.

We also know he is committed to maintaining quality in teaching and in research. And he ensured that the extra student places pledged by the Conservatives for this autumn were fully funded places. I believe that means he understands the importance of the link between the quality of teaching and the funding universities receive.

It is important, too, that the link between higher education and the government’s economic strategy remains. I will say a little more in a moment about the returns the Treasury gets on its investment in universities. But the new Secretary of State – Vince Cable – will clearly be an important cog in the coalition machine. It is our job, at UUK, to ensure that he understands the centrality of higher education to the economy of today and of the future.

It is also encouraging to see that the Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition makes specific reference to increasing social mobility and the need to attract a higher proportion of students from disadvantaged backgrounds.

Concerns

Having said this, I have two major concerns about how the new coalition government will approach higher education.

Spending cuts

First, and foremost, we know that they have signed up to deliver a further £6 billion of public spending cuts in the current financial year. We know, too, that there will be an emergency Budget within fifty days of the general election. The government has stuck by pre-election Conservative pledges to ring-fence certain departmental budgets. That means that the pain of further cuts will fall disproportionately on other Departments.

The sector has already had to absorb £1 billion of cuts announced since December. We are facing a 4.6 per cent reduction in the unit of funding for teaching. The grant allocations announced in March confirmed that just about half of all higher education institutions will have less cash in 2010–11 compared to this year. Research by the Institute for Fiscal Studies suggests that there will be no real-terms increase in public expenditure until 2018.

I have made the case, strongly, to Ministers, to civil servants, and the Conservatives when they were in opposition that higher education risks suffering serious long-term damage if extra cuts are piled on top of those already announced.

We have to accept that we will take our share of the pain when it comes to spending cuts. But I will keep pressing the case that we should take our share and no more.

The Browne Review

My second major concern relates to the implementation of the Browne Review. Lord Browne’s review of higher education funding and student finance promises to be wide ranging. It can – and must – lay the foundation for a long-term and stable settlement of critical questions around the funding of HE. The sector needs this so that it can plan for the long term. But that requires the government to implement Browne’s proposals – whatever they may be – in full. The politicians must not cherry-pick solutions from the report. Most importantly of all they must not use the report to deliver back-door cuts to the sector.

In our second submission to the Browne Review we have said that there needs to be a rolling programme of reform of the student funding system in England over a period of, say, five to seven years. We want to see the unit of funding restored as soon as possible to the level it was at prior to the recent round of cuts. The cost of student support needs to be reduced. England will spend 30 per cent of its HE budget on student support by 2011. We already spend the fourth highest percentage on student support in the OECD, according to the latest comparative figures. The position of part-time students – in terms of funding – needs to be improved. And we believe that the level of graduate contribution needs to allow different institutions to develop strategies that best fit with their different missions. I will be delivering evidence to the Review Team next week and look forward to hearing more about the team’s views on our proposals.

Most of all, I continue to cherish the Robbins Principle, that ‘courses of higher education should be available to all those who are qualified by ability and attainment to pursue them, and who wish to do so’. Meeting that aspiration is a huge challenge (on many levels) but one I believe the new government must commit to if it is to deliver on its promises.

Given the high levels of demand – application figures up 16 per cent – it is good news that we have additional places in the system for this coming year. However, even with these additional places, it is likely that demand will once again outstrip the number of places on offer. As President of Universities UK, I have been working hard to make the case for more places. These were, of course, granted by the previous government, but I will continue to urge the new government to retain these places. The continued expansion of higher education is essential if we are to equip our workforce for the needs of the international knowledge economy.

The case for public investment in higher education

There is no doubt in my mind about the critical link between sustainable public funding and the ability of universities to develop the highly skilled workforce of tomorrow.

As President of UUK, I have been using every opportunity I can to make a strong case for public investment in higher education, and to emphasise the critical importance of universities to the UK’s economic recovery.

We have been working hard alongside others, such as the leadership of the National Union of Students, to convince the government that higher education is a worthwhile investment, and not a cost; universities are worth the £12 billion they and their students consume from public funds each year.

Indeed, we have shown that the government makes a pretty healthy return on its investment in undergraduate education – about 11 per cent if you calculate the higher taxes paid by graduates associated with their earnings premium. Better than any bank rate, anywhere!

And I think UUK’s evidence of the economic impact of universities has been important here. This showed that the sector currently generates output of about £59 billion, generates about 2.6 per cent of UK jobs, and earns about £5.3 billion in exports. And you can’t put a figure on what our international reach buys us – in trade and research links, and in diplomatic and cultural terms.

All of this is without counting the contribution universities make to the health of the nation, and the value created by the graduates we educate.

So where does Widening Participation fit into all this? If you maximise the potential of individuals, you maximise their potential to contribute to the economy. Widening participation in higher education as a means of upskilling the workforce is an argument that is particularly powerful in a time of recession. This is why UUK puts widening participation at the core of its arguments for greater investment in the sector.

But this is of course only half the story. Widening participation also leads to social mobility, or – perhaps more simply – social justice. We have all seen the evidence that shows us that a young person’s life chances are strongly affected – still – by their parents’ socio-economic status and that this can be influenced positively by the experience of higher education.

Universities are integral to increasing and improving social mobility. By funding universities you will go a long way to enabling the social mobility that the economy needs and to achieving social justice. I will come back to this later.

Widening participation and Aimhigher

So let me turn, now, to the importance of widening participation and access to higher education and the important role that programmes such as the Aimhigher Associates play in delivering that goal.

A report published in January by the Higher Education Funding Council for England was very encouraging. The report showed that there have been substantial increases in entry to higher education for disadvantaged young people, highlighting the value young people continue to place on higher education and how important universities and education are to social mobility.

Over half of all young people from every social group now say they aspire to university. Although there is still some way to go, more young people from poorer backgrounds are now going to university than ever before.

It is obviously difficult to pinpoint any individual factors that have contributed to this increase in participation from disadvantaged backgrounds. Clearly the work that you do has been critical here.

Benefits of Aimhigher

Aimhigher produces results!

Research has shown that in participating schools, after just one year of Aimhigher activities:

· aspirations to enter HE were 3.9 per cent higher than in similar schools without Aimhigher

· for every 100 young people of average attainment there was around one additional university entrant

· attainment improved by 2.5 GCSE points over similar schools without Aimhigher, with an estimated 4.6 per cent improvement in Key Stage 3 Maths.

And of course the wide range of activities that take place through universities, schools and colleges working together is also important here. And we mustn’t forget the work of Aimhigher Partnerships, Action on Access, BrightsideUNIAID, the Lifelong Learning Networks, Connexions services, work-based learning providers – and many more – some of which I know you will be hearing from over the next two days.

The excellent work done by admissions and widening participation professional services has also clearly had a positive impact.

Widening participation in higher education must be about all partners playing their part – schools, colleges, universities, professional bodies and wider groups. I am convinced that working in partnership will be even more important as we go forward.

We recognise that the social class participation gap is narrowing too slowly. This is why organisations such as Aimhigher will be critical if we are to narrow this gap further and faster.

We all need to take ownership and share responsibility for pursuing this agenda. And part of this responsibility must be to inform the new government and wider public about the benefits arising from the wide range of exciting activities that Aimhigher provides. Through my own experience I am very much aware that with academics and university students bringing their skills and experience to many of the Aimhigher activities, young people in Aimhigher schools benefit from a rich and inspiring mix of knowledge and views.
I have seen this at first hand with the work I have done with the National Council for Educational Excellence (NCEE), which has focused very much on the different ways universities have worked with schools and colleges to help raise aspirations and attainment.

The need for further work

However, we cannot be complacent. Although the situation has improved, there is still more that can be done. It remains the case that young people from disadvantaged areas have a one in five chance of progressing to higher education compared to one in two for those from the most advantaged neighbourhoods.

It is of course well understood now that that the key reason why progress has been slow in widening access in higher education is that it is substantially a 0–16 issue.

The Sutton Trust report to the NCEE showed that each year 360,000 16 year olds fail to attain five good GCSEs – five GCSEs between A* and C including English and Maths. Only 42 per cent of 16 year olds currently attain that level and there is a difference between socio-economic groups. Nearly 60 per cent of children from higher socio-economic groups reach that level but only 31 per cent from lower socio-economic groups and just 16 per cent of those eligible for free school meals.

Compared to the rest of the OECD, the socio-economic background of students in the UK has a higher than average impact upon attainment. Attainment of five good GCSEs varies by over 40 percentage points between the top and the bottom social class – 77 per cent compared to 31 per cent in 2002 – making a pupil twice as likely to receive good GCSEs if he or she is from a higher socio-economic background, as compared to the lowest. This then impacts on those deciding to stay on after 16 and do A levels.

This is illustrated in some recent research by the Institute of Fiscal Studies, which revealed that for 301+ points (that’s BBB or above) 25 per cent of the richest get top A levels whereas only 3 per cent of the poorest do so.

We must also look in more detail at which universities young people from the most disadvantaged areas are applying to. This brings us to the issue of fair access.

Fair access

Obviously university admissions officers cannot make offers to students who do not apply. The work the sector is doing with schools/colleges to encourage such applicants to apply to the range of universities is critical, particularly for applicants from backgrounds without any experience of higher education. The use of contextual data by HEIs in decision making is also important here.

Students deserve a level playing field in terms of opportunities to enter higher education and benefit from it. UUK’s position is that participation in higher education must be about the ability of a student to fulfil his or her potential and not just a reward based on past achievement.

The use of additional/contextual information was one of the key recommendations arising from the NCEE as well as featuring later in the report Higher Ambitions and Alan Milburn’s report Unleashing Aspiration.

I am not sure whether many of you here have come across the excellent work by Dr Tony Hoare at Bristol, but when he came to speak at a recent NCEE meeting I was very struck by what he had to say.

He showed us how Bristol had chosen to reformulate its widening participation milestones and advice to admissions staff in terms of the academic performance of the schools generating its applications. Using data from three years of entry, he found that students from lower-performing schools do better than those from high-performing ones in final-year results by a margin that would justify admitting them with between one to two grades lower (for typical AAA offers) and three grades lower (for ABB offers).

Information, Advice and Guidance

If we want to raise aspirations then independent Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) must also be successfully delivered.

The previous government published its IAG strategy in the spring. We wait to see how the new government will approach this issue but the current strategy, along with the IAG guarantee for young people and the plan that IAG will be reviewed by Ofsted, is a good start. I am also aware that the Department for Education is consulting on the design of a school report card including a progression to higher education indicator which would be useful for a benchmark data set, but this will not be easy.

I met recently with Peter Boursnell of Brent Aimhigher and the Social Mobility Foundation. He says the quality of IAG varies enormously – but he argues that the key point is that rather than laying the blame on schools it would be more productive to look at how universities could support schools to raise the standard of information provided. If you look at the evidence from both the NUS and the Sutton Trust it appears that getting to parents is critical in achieving this.

University and schools partnerships

We must build on the excellent work we have already achieved as a sector in establishing partnerships with schools and colleges. We need to ensure that these are sustainable, long term and respond to both school and HE agendas – all of which will help create trust and solidarity.

NCEE recommendations

I have mentioned my work with the NCEE. The report that we produced made some important recommendations in this area.

We recommended that every primary school should devote time to work on raising student aspirations to take up a place in higher education. We proposed that schools and HEIs should try to ensure that every pupil visits an HE campus during either primary or secondary education, concentrating initially on schools in low participation or deprived areas.

Universities UK findings

Universities UK produced a report on the engagement between universities, schools and colleges. We received a wealth of material from all universities in England and used this to identify a number of exemplars of good practice in relationships between schools and universities. It is striking that there was a great deal of consensus over what worked and what didn’t work when it came to these partnerships. There are several key features of successful engagement:

The first is strategic leadership. Universities have to ensure that there is a culture of active engagement with schools and colleges and that has to be led from the top, with senior staff involved in partnership activity.

Continuity will be ensured by embedding engagement in the institution’s strategic priorities. Programmes developed together so that they meet complementary needs will have the greatest chance of success. The importance of listening to the needs of schools and colleges and of developing an understanding of the pressures they face is clear.

Involving parents and ensuring that there is a critical mass of willing staff involved too is vital.

Appropriate targeting is another essential element in ensuring success. So too is sustained engagement – developing relationships with staff and pupils and embedding sound communication strategies.

And we found that the use of role models and experts was also an important part of the recipe. You will be interested to note too that our report also found that student ambassadors were often cited as one of the most effective ways of engaging with schools and college students – emphasising the importance of the work that you all do through the Aimhigher Associates Scheme.

The work of Universities UK

Before I conclude I would like to say a few words on what we are doing at Universities UK.

Social mobility is one of Universities UK’s key policy priorities. Our focus is on improving relative mobility – the chances of children from lower socio-economic groups prospering in adult life compared with those from higher socio-economic groups – through higher education.

This means we want to influence policy relating to developments in the 14–19 sector and progression into higher education for both young and adult learners. We want to help professionalise admissions processes and practices, and to improve diversity and equality in the sector.

We want to target those who don’t progress to higher education – rather than prioritise fair access, which only focuses on which universities students attend. However, it’s clear that ‘fair access’ is likely to remain relevant to the new government.

UUK’s commitment to widening participation goes beyond the micro level of benefits to the individual, to its dividend for the community and society. We strive to highlight the social role of universities, particularly in terms of improving social capital, by which I mean better community cohesion, lifelong learning, greater civic responsibility, and so on.

UUK wants to focus on dealing with the causes of educational inequality rather than coping with the consequences. We want to highlight the benefits higher education can provide to the individual in terms of enhanced earnings and to society in terms of improving social capital. It is the interaction of the two that enhances social mobility.

Social mobility impacts on economic prosperity; in a globally competitive economy success depends on unlocking talent. A knowledge-based economy needs a mobile society. It’s clear to us that if we don’t raise our level of skills, we won’t have a workforce fit for purpose.

This brings me back to the case for investing in higher education. The previous government did not invest more in higher education because they thought it was a good thing, they invested because they realised that it was critically important to do so. It was a result of a new awareness of the changing shape of our economy, and of the challenge posed to the UK by the emergence of other ambitious knowledge economies.
UUK believes the previous government was right to seek to increase participation in higher education. Our growing cohort of students can see that a degree can open up doors to greater choice of career and more satisfying employment. But, crucially, it is also well understood that the UK workforce cannot compete at the low-cost, low-skills end of the market. As Lord Sainsbury memorably put it, for the UK, the only game in town is the ‘race to the top’.
I want to leave you with a clear affirmation of UUK’s support for widening participation. UUK’s commitment to widening participation builds on this understanding that universities are central to national life – not only in economic terms, but in their cultural and social contributions too.

Concluding remarks

I do not underestimate how challenging this is within the current financial climate. This is not a process of one year but of ten years.

Of course the way in which politicians and the public understand the role of higher education will be critical. Our task in Universities UK is to produce the evidence and argue the case for the strategic importance of higher education: that it is not a case of whether we can afford to support higher education – but that we can’t afford not to.

To help us do this we have developed an exciting campaign called ‘University week 2010 – What’s the big idea?’ This will take place during the week 14–10 June; it will focus on selling the value and quality of HE to both a domestic and an international public and will include a reference to the value of widening participation. I hope that you will support us in this. If you would like to find out more information about this please see UUK’s website.

Finally I thought I would finish with a few words reflecting my own experience which I hope will illustrate the importance I personally place on this agenda.

I am very much aware of just how important it is to challenge preconceptions about access to higher education.

I grew up in a working class family in Norwich. When, at a school parents evening, my father asked if I would be able to go on to university he was told that it would be better if I prepared for work in the local shoe factory. But other teachers – and one in particular – disagreed and encouraged me to stay on at school and go on to higher education. I quite literally would not be standing here today if it was not for the kind of mentoring and information that we know is so important to challenging those barriers to access.

The higher education sector may not be the ‘silver bullet for social mobility’ but we can, and do, make a difference. It is essential that we continue to work with government and organisations like yourselves both to enhance social mobility and to foster excellence.

The work that you do at Aimhigher is vital in achieving the goal of widening participation and breaking down barriers to access. This first conference is an important way for you to share your knowledge and build upon your experiences. You have an exciting and interesting programme of workshops ahead of you and I hope and expect that you will have an enjoyable and informative time.

THE LEARNER JOURNEY THROUGH MEDIA FUSION

St James School, Exeter

Teachers and students from the school gave a lively multimedia presentation which described the students’ hoped-for smooth progress from school to college and higher education and into the jobs of their dreams. It was clear that involvement in the Associates Scheme and in other Aimhigher programmes had been a valuable part of the students’ progression journey.

WORKSHOP SESSION 1

There were five workshops on offer on the first day of the conference. The workshop descriptions are given below. Some participants sent in reports on their workshops, and these are also given (in edited form) below. 

A.
Work smarter, not harder: using IT to deliver an Associates programme


Aimhigher Greater Manchester Associates Team

The plan

	Ever wondered if there is an easier way to administer your Associates scheme? Want to improve the systems you use to monitor delivery? Aimhigher Greater Manchester Associates team have set up a number of new IT systems to ensure the smooth running of our scheme. We have a system of online learner surveys, online Associate logbooks and automated national monthly data returns. By developing these and other systems, we have significantly reduced admin time and have much more data at our fingertips which allows us to monitor delivery effectively.

We can tell you that 95 per cent of our Associates had started sessions by 31 March and had delivered a combined total of 1251 sessions to 1157 learners. More interestingly, we know that female learners have sent 84 per cent more emails to their Associate than male learners and one star learner has sent a finger-aching 15 emails to her Associate already! Want to do the same? This is an interactive workshop for partnerships that think they could improve on their systems but don’t know where to start. You don’t need to be IT savvy to attend!


What actually happened

In our workshop we identified the key challenges that we faced in the Pathfinder year of the scheme:

· duplication of paperwork for Associates

· data entry – slow and time consuming

· NCT monthly data returns were inaccurate

· e-Mentor Pro – difficult to track

· HEFCE annual data return – very difficult to pull all of the data together.

We then discussed the various IT solutions we have implemented this year to overcome these challenges:

· Online session registers: Instant electronic submission of data eliminates errors in data entry.

· Sending data to HEIs: Custom spreadsheet automatically splits registers out by HEI.

· Sending data to NCT: Data returns are compiled in a single click of a button (based on data from the registers).

· Tracking: Associates’, learners’ and schools’ progress is tracked by joining up data from registers, application forms, e-Mentor Pro and evaluation forms.

· Online evaluations: Responses are downloaded in a single file allowing quick and easy analysis of the data. Results can be used instantly to improve processes/aspects of the scheme.

Feedback from the participants

· Participants were very interested in the solutions that we offered but were concerned by the level of technical know-how needed to replicate them.

· Some partnerships are still bogged down by paper and spend a lot of time doing the above manually, which is time that could be better spent.

· All agreed that a national online solution would be ideal.

· Several partnerships approached Tim Driver at the end to ask for templates/ assistance in setting up something similar in their areas.

· All agreed to use the data they have more effectively.

B.
Training Associates: contrasting approaches


Aimhigher Hampshire and Isle of Wight

The plan

	This workshop aims to identify effective approaches to training Associates in order to maximise the impact they have on their group of learners. The focus will be on the practical considerations, rather than the more theoretical aspects. It will first consider the Hants/IOW approach to the training of Associates, but will then look to discuss other approaches. Participants should come armed with examples of good practice to discuss, as well as unresolved issues. Suggested issues for discussion include:

· the initial two-day programme (including assessment)

· e-mentoring

· school staff input

· monitoring progress/ongoing support

· refresher training/CPD.


What actually happened

The issues presented were:

· How can we help Associates to feel better prepared?

· How can we help them to feel effective?

· Did your Associates experience a ‘breakthrough’ moment?

· How do you allow Associates to share experiences/ideas?

A further issue raised was supporting Associates throughout their journey and encouraging realisation of Associates’ effectiveness.

Responses from participants:

· It is a drain on coordinator time and resources to fully support each Associate in their mentoring relationship, especially in partnerships that are large and centrally run.

· It is often very difficult for geographical reasons for some partnerships to get Associates together.

· To encourage realisation of Associates’ effectiveness it helps to be able to offer them support face to face or by telephone/email. There is a general consensus that face-to-face support is better, whether on a one-to-one or group basis.

Suggestions made: 

· Group visits where sessions are delivered simultaneously

· Telephone and email support

· Open office

· Associates’ meetings.

C.
How ‘best practice’ mentoring can greatly enhance the Aimhigher Associates experience


Aimhigher Hertfordshire

	Mentoring has been proved to be one of the most effective methods of raising the aspirations and attainment of young people, and can be more flexible in meeting the needs of the individual participants. However, if it is practised inappropriately it can have a detrimental effect.

The Mentoring Team at the University of Hertfordshire has extensive knowledge and experience of delivering best-practice mentoring (and e-mentoring) schemes (accredited by the National Mentoring and Befriending Foundation). This interactive workshop will explore how the most powerful elements of these can be used in conjunction with group sessions to maximise the benefits of the Associates Scheme.


D.
The ISA, CRB and Associates

Aimhigher London ASPIRE
The plan

	If the new vetting and barring procedure causes additional delays in clearing our Associates what effect will this have on our work? Staff are becoming increasingly worried about everyone who enters their schools – how can we combat this? Ofsted is often the big stick with which we are threatened – how confident are we that we understand their requirements? If HEIs are certain of their ground and ensure that their Child Protection Policies are rigorous it might help to stem the flow of anxiety from the schools.


What actually happened

As anticipated the session raised many questions. In part this was due to the uncertainty surrounding any changes which the new government might make to either the ISA or CRB rules and to the delay in releasing the HEI sector-specific guidance. It was agreed that all HEIs needed more guidance on how to manage the requirement to have their students checked. The ISA road shows had been helpful but more were needed, together with practical advice. It was felt that the ISA may not understand the scale of the work of many HEIs in schools and the community.

There was agreement that the new ISA rules might cause delay to the placing of Associates, particularly for those institutions which are unable to ensure that their Associates sign their contracts by the beginning of November.

On a more positive note there was agreement that HEIs can have a role in calming some of the fears of schools regarding students working with their pupils. If those responsible for placing students have a clear understanding of the rules around CRB checks, vetting and barring, controlled and regulated activities and the requirements of Ofsted, they can reassure the schools and ensure that they do nothing illegal – such as photocopying CRB statements.

Those participants working in HEIs which train teachers, youth workers and health workers agreed that it might be helpful to work together with those in their institutions who have similar responsibilities, as sharing information often leads to a better understanding.

Several useful websites were mentioned, including the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development, which has a very helpful document on employing ex-offenders (http://www.cipd.co.uk/subjects/dvsequl/exoffenders/empexoffendguide.htm) and a fact sheet on the new system. The ISA website (http://www.isa-gov.org.uk) includes both FAQs and guidance on how decisions will be made. A letter which Aspire currently sends to all schools and community groups outlining the requirements of Ofsted was shared with those attending the workshop.

It was also agreed that the new system might create an anomaly in that it is possible that using our current discretion we may appoint an Associate with a conviction or caution who is subsequently barred by the ISA. We will be unable to do anything in such a situation except support the student in an appeal or find them work in a non-regulated role.

Finally, it was agreed that whilst the young people we work with must be our priority it is also crucial that we protect and support our students.

Note
This session has now been overtaken by events, namely the announcement by the Secretary of State for the Home Department,, Teresa May. The definitive position has now been set out in a guidance note on Safeguarding Children, sent to all Area Partnerships on 22 June.
E.
Love thy neighbour! Exploring the benefits of cross-partnership collaboration


Aimhigher Milton Keynes, Oxford and Buckinghamshire

	Focusing on the benefits for key stakeholders, Aimhigher MKOB and Aimhigher Northamptonshire will offer examples of their collaboration together and with other, often neighbouring, partnerships. In particular, the partnerships will discuss the ways in which they have collaborated in the delivery of the initial training programme and how each partnership has benefited from cross-border cooperation in areas such as the sharing of Associates, learners and CPD opportunities. Participants will have an opportunity to share examples of their own collaborative work with a view to establishing potential areas of good practice for the future.


EVALUATION: PRELIMINARY FINDINGS

John Roger

Managing Partner, York Consulting

John Roger introduced his preliminary findings of the qualitative evaluation of the Aimhigher Associates Pathfinder phase. Many of the findings are of purely historic interest as the lessons of the Pathfinder are reflected in the changes made in the roll-out of the scheme. The evaluation began nine months after the Pathfinder phase had ended. 

As the evaluation report had not been published at the time of the conference, John Roger focused in his presentation on the emerging themes, and these are listed below. The aim of the evaluation had been to look at delivery models, logistics, learner engagement and learner selection, and to study impacts on institutions, Associates and learners. The evaluation encompassed 6 Area Partnerships, 16 schools, 8 HEIs, 4 colleges, 38 Associates and 116 learners. While there was enormous variation across the range of activity and experience, some common themes emerged. All the sessions observed as part of the evaluation were group sessions. 

Key themes:

· Delivery models

· Learning experience

· Associate recruitment
· Associate training and support
· School and college engagement
· Learner targeting

· The Associate/learner exchange
· Impact on Associates
· Impact on learners

· Clarification of the model.
WIDENING PARTICIPATION: ONE SCHOOL’S EXPERIENCE

Andrew Olsson

Headteacher of The Charles Dickens School, Broadstairs, Kent

Andrew Olsson gave the background to his school and explained the importance of Aimhigher Associates to his pupils. He was very supportive of subject-specific mentoring as this made it easier to secure school involvement. He stressed the importance of involving parents as their involvement was a key lever. It was very important for Aimhigher partnerships to get headteachers on board and to win over hearts and minds. 

The subject-specific Associates scheme has involved first the Art department and now the PE department. This has enabled the staff in both departments to be advocates for the scheme. There has been a great and measurable impact upon GCSE Art coursework and examination results.

WORKSHOP SESSIONS 2 AND 3

There were ten workshops on offer on the second day of the conference. The workshop descriptions are given below, Some participants sent in reports on their workshops, and these are also given (in edited form) below. 

F.
Effective partnerships in the Associates Scheme


Aimhigher Birmingham and Solihull
	Aimhigher activity, and particularly the Associates Scheme, depends on multi-faceted partnerships. This workshop will outline the partnerships operating within the Birmingham and Solihull Area Partnership that support the Associates scheme.

We will look at how these partnerships have developed, why it was felt they were necessary, how they are sustained and where there are difficulties. Colleagues will then have the opportunity to discuss the partnerships that are essential to their own schemes, and to share good practice.

The overall aim of the workshop will be to provide colleagues with strategies for effective partnership working that they may be able to use in their own schemes.


G.
The evolution of Associates


Aimhigher Coventry and Warwickshire

	You don’t need to be a Darwin to realise that the Associates are a tremendous asset, and that in our quest to reach even more learners we can evolve the work that the Associates do, and create (as we term them in Coventry and Warwickshire), ‘Specialist Associates’. We have investigated many different avenues for specialist Associates in Coventry and Warwickshire, and this workshop will be focusing on Young Offenders and Looked After Children. In Coventry and Warwickshire we have specially trained Associates working in a secure training centre with young offenders, and we have also been fortunate enough, with the help of partners, to recruit Associates who were themselves looked-after children, to work with looked-after children in schools and colleges. The workshop will consist of a short presentation outlining the process of setting up these specialist Associates and the barriers faced. This will be followed by an open discussion on other ways that we can evolve the Associates and what this could mean post-2011.


H.
Aimhigher Associates Scheme: subject-specific development


Aimhigher London LETG

	A workshop looking into the details of running a subject-specific strand of the Aimhigher Associates Scheme and how the enthusiasm for sport and the 2012 Olympic Games has been utilised for a sports strand of the scheme in London East Thames Gateway and beyond. The workshop will include a breakdown of the structure of the Sports Associate Scheme, training, example session plans and materials specific to this sports-related scheme. Sample case studies from individual schools/colleges illustrating how each institution has chosen to work with the Sports Associates will also be featured, as well as quality assurance processes.

The workshop will include:

· an interactive presentation with examples of training, progression materials/case studies, etc., followed by a Q&A

· an interactive workshop developing ideas for subject-specific-focused areas of the scheme, to include small group work on various elements of the development of a subject-specific scheme, such as materials, programme structure, Associate subject-specific training/CPD, etc.

· feedback from development ideas and open discussion about whether these sorts of subject-specific areas could work as part of the Aimhigher Associates Scheme.


I.
The applicant journey


UCAS
	This workshop will provide participants with an overview of the UCAS process from the viewpoint of the applicant. The workshop will cover:

· the latest trends in university admissions

· how to use online research tools (to open a young person’s eyes to HE opportunities)

· understanding Level 2/3 vocational qualifications

· recent developments in our online application system (‘Apply’)

· tips and strategies for engaging with parents (for example, on discussing newspaper university league tables or the cost of HE).

We will also outline new opportunities for bespoke sessions designed specifically for Aimhigher Associates. These sessions are designed to bring to life the key issues that impact on progression to HE.


J.
The components of an effective partnership training programme: a recipe for success


Aimhigher Nottinghamshire
	The workshop will start with a small group exercise (6–8 per group). Groups will be invited to review their training programme and summarise:

· three things that worked well

· three areas for improvement

To be followed by feedback and discussion.

In light of a positive report from the NCT QA observer (Will Thompson) the workshop will be concluded by a short presentation about the delivery of Nottinghamshire’s training programme; this will include a summary of:

· the planning team

· partnership collaboration

· clear delegation of duties

· use of training expertise and having the confidence to adapt

· appropriate number of trainers

· ensuring appropriate facilities are used

· the running order of the sessions.


K.
More than just e-mentoring! Get in-the-know about brand new activities developed to support your Associates scheme


BrightsideUNIAID
The plan

	In this interactive workshop, BrightsideUNIAID will present a range of HEFCE-funded activities, developed to support the e-mentoring element of the Aimhigher Associates Scheme. These engaging activities are designed to help mentees build key skills, mapped against the National Curriculum and designed to complement the Aimhigher Progression Frameworks. If you are using e-mentoring, come and find out how these resources could improve your scheme! This workshop will be a fun, participative session, showcasing the resources and allowing time for discussion and questions.


What actually happened

Following the presentation, there was a brief discussion about colleagues’ experience of using e-mentoring and some of the challenges they had faced. For example, some practitioners had found that the collection of email addresses from schools had been a stumbling block. We talked about potential methods to overcome this barrier, and highlighted how some e-mentoring providers such as BrightsideUNIAID enable users to register on the site directly, minimising activity for the schools and practitioners.

This led on to a discussion about the different e-mentoring approaches, such as email or site-driven e-mentoring. Having presented BrightsideUNIAID’s approach to e-mentoring, which uses textual material and activities alongside e-mentoring to help frame mentee/mentor discussions, we talked about the benefits of this approach. Using textual material to support the mentee and mentor dialogue provides a focus and structure to the conversations, as well as providing a basis for discussion when the relationships are initially being established. Several practitioners said they were keen to start using the resources and looked forward to seeing them in action.

In particular, we presented the new skills-based activities which have been developed with funding from HEFCE. These activities are mapped against the National Curriculum and have been built to complement the Aimhigher Progression Frameworks. After we had introduced these activities at the conference there was some discussion about whether the activities could be accessed by partnerships who were not using BrightsideUNIAID for e-mentoring, or in fact using e-mentoring at all. Following these questions BrightsideUNIAID has been liaising with HEFCE, in order to find a solution to the issue raised and make the resources accessible to all Associate schemes, including those not using BrightsideUNIAID e-mentoring. Provision is being put in place, in response to the encouraging demand for these activities, to make them accessible in pdf format from 1 September.

L.
Adding value: building the Associates Scheme within existing interventions


Aimhigher Derbyshire

The plan

	The implementation of the Derbyshire Associates Scheme has added significant value to the partnership’s existing intervention strategies. Building on a successful core programme of activities within ‘high intensity’ target schools, the Associates Scheme has enabled the partnership to extend the intensity and number of interventions for cohort beneficiaries. In order to maximise the effect of these interventions, the coordinators liaised with senior managers/key staff within the schools in order to fulfil key ‘recognised components’ of the individual schools’ School Improvement Programmes (SIP) and Retention and Progression (RAP) targets specified by Ofsted.

This workshop will discuss how the scheme complemented the ‘working partnership’ strategic core components, whilst simultaneously enriching the experience for the beneficiary. The workshop will offer participants an overview of the Associate Scheme’s implementation, strategies for reaching target interventions, and mapping interventions against the National Progression Framework. Participants will be encouraged to offer their input and experience in order to improve the scheme and/or find solutions to overriding mutual problems.


What actually happened

The purpose of this workshop was to disseminate information on how the Associate Scheme has been implemented within Derbyshire. This was achieved through the use of interaction with the participants, using activities that the Associates might use with their learners as well as a PowerPoint presentation with time allowed for discussion.

The areas that were covered during the presentation were:

· criteria used for selecting schools and the cohort of learners

· Derbyshire’s reasons and criteria for engaging schools

· how the scheme was implemented to complement and enrich the Aimhigher programme in schools

· the feedback from Associates and schools

· keeping records of sessions.

The purpose of the discussion involving the participants was to discuss their own experiences and to share their strategies for success. Time was also allowed for questions and answers to give the participants the opportunity to clarify any issues/uncertainties they had regarding the workshop.

The activities that participants were encouraged to take part in were designed to demonstrate how the Derbyshire Associates worked with groups of learners in the early weeks of their exchanges. Aimhigher Derbyshire has developed a set of core activities that Associates can use with their learners. The activities can be followed as a coherent programme or used as a menu for the Associates to pick from for their sessions. The pack of activities has a mix of both group activities and activities that work for one-to-one sessions.

M.
Relationship building: the key to Associate delivery in a further education college in Kent and Medway


Aimhigher Kent and Medway

	This workshop considers the factors that are particular to planning and delivering a successful Associate programme in a further education setting.

The University of Kent partnered West Kent College in the Pathfinder phase, working with FE Level 3 BTEC students studying Forensic Science and Travel & Tourism. This support continues in the current year. At the start of the programme, discussion between university coordinators and FE tutors indicated that a programme of sessions delivered in an FE setting must be carefully tailored to the needs of the sector; this led to the joint selection of appropriate learners and the design of a structured programme of activities, so that while Associates may not share the same specialism as their learners, sessions have been tailored to suit the learners’ course of study. Careful preparation has created a strong relationship between the university and the college at all levels and led to a stable and successful programme.

The workshop will invite participants to consider the key features of successful delivery in FE and how this delivery is very different from that in schools and academies.


N.
Aimhigher Associates and LAC: using ‘e’ to support and train


Aimhigher London WECAN

	Through discussion and demonstration this workshop will highlight the problems and possible solutions to supporting the work of Associates with a Looked After Children cohort (LAC). Facilitators will disseminate the recruitment and training processes used by the WECAN partnership when working with a LAC group, with emphasis on the use of e-learning.

The workshop will encourage the sharing of best practice and discuss the importance of utilising links and developing partnerships between borough coordinators and virtual headteachers.


O.
An opportunity to hear the learner’s voice: the Associate Scheme at Cornwall College


Aimhigher Peninsula

The plan

	This workshop will present some key features of the Peninsula Associates Scheme being hosted by Cornwall College.

The presenters are keen to share the following aspects of their experience:

· the Associates Scheme within an FE institution

· how the scheme was introduced to the college and key stakeholders.

In addition the workshop will focus specifically on the following areas.

Learner profiles

What is in this scheme for the learners?

· what goals and issues are being identified by the learners and how these are being dealt with

· how learners can record their experience in the scheme for UCAS applications and other progression options

· learner feedback and how this impacts on college records and systems.

Associate profiles

· how Associates share their experiences and best practice and draw support

· personal reflection and self-assessment tools

· Associate feedback.


What actually happened

Our presentation gave participants the opportunity to hear about a scheme running in a large rural FE college, across a number of sites. The workshop was designed to share our review of the scheme with participants and our hope was that attendees would be staff running schemes in other FE institutions who would contribute to the discussion. We had set ourselves four key questions to answer and we were keen for input. The answers to the four questions would have helped us form the basis of our ‘action plan’ for running the scheme next year. 

In the event one participant, who was based with the Life Partnership, was keen to share experiences and to contribute his own observations. Our first question was about ‘selling’ the scheme to learners, tutors and management in the college; one participant stated that the key selling point was that it was a free scheme.

One of the issues emerging from our review has been the difficulty in measuring the progress learners make and the impact of the scheme on them. In order to address this for next year we are keen for learners to identify goals for themselves and to talk over their participation in the scheme with their personal or subject tutors. A number of people from the workshop were interested in taking our handout showing a framework for goal setting, adapted from the ‘GROW’ model.

We would have welcomed more input from the people who came to our workshop – perhaps it was the timing prior to lunch or the nature of our scheme; the Associate Scheme in an FE college seems to have developed different characteristics from schemes operating within schools.

WP CHANGES AND CONTEXT: LEARNING FROM THE WIDENING PARTICIPATION STRATEGIC ASSESSMENTS (WPSAs)

Professor John Storan

Director of Continuum, University of East London, and Director of Action on Access

Professor Storan began by talking about his personal experience of widening access and widening participation as a mature learner, before going on to focus on recent developments in the field. 

The work you are engaged in is part of a long tradition which is about opening up opportunity to different learners. I have observed over a long time the contribution that Aimhigher-type work is making to widening participation (WP).

We have had a series of recent publications and other initiatives affecting WP, including: 

· Higher Ambitions: The Future of Universities in a Knowledge Economy (November 2009)

· Unleashing Aspiration: The Final Report of the Panel on Fair Access to the Professions (July 2009) – Alan Milburn’s bipartisan report on social mobility

· Independent Review of HE Funding and Student Finance (the Browne Review) (launched November 2009)

· Introduction of Widening Participation Strategic Assessments (WPSAs) by HEFCE (June 2009)

· New government policy on WP and HE.

The new government’s Coalition Agreement says the following:

We await Lord Browne’s final report into HE funding and will judge its proposals against the need to:

–
Increase social mobility

–
Take into account the impact on student debt

–
Ensure a properly funded university sector

–
Improve the quality of teaching, advance scholarship, and attract a higher proportion of students from disadvantaged backgrounds.

It seems clear that there is some continuity in policy that we can build upon.

The following quote makes the point that ‘excellence’ and ‘access’ complement each other. The debate has often been framed as ‘we want to widen participation but won’t it lead to lower standards?’ This is no longer part of the narrative about HE.

British higher education is a success story. Over the last decade, we have pursued the twin objectives of supporting excellence and widening access, and these have proved to be complementary and mutually reinforcing.

Higher Ambitions (November 2009)

There has been a huge amount of evaluation in this area. I was pleased to see the following comment, which showed that we have convinced our political masters about the progress that has been made around WP.

The fact that young people from areas that traditionally have some of the lowest participation rates are 30% more likely to go to university than even five years ago clearly illustrates that the Government’s long term investment in raising aspirations and widening participation through programmes such as Aimhigher is working.

David Lammy, then Universities Minister


(Daily Telegraph, 28 January 2010)

Strategic drivers for WP

What are the external strategic drivers for WP?

· Social mobility has stalled – there is the Milburn agenda and the references in the Coalition Agreement which show that this is important.

· National policy (targets, HEFCE, government exaltations, National Audit Office, government reports).

· Funding (WP premium, Aimhigher, fees, Access Agreements,) – the funding mix will change.

· Introduction of WPSAs as a condition of WP funding.

Another external strategic driver is the annual Grant Letter from the Minister to HEFCE, and the last one is still valid for the current year.

I look to you to continue to do all you can to widen access to our higher education system. Our ambition is wide-ranging; from more local vocational study opportunities for those with little recent educational experience, to more help for our most talented young people to go to highly selective universities, whatever their background. In this task you will be able to build on the good progress that has been made in recent years, and the energy and expertise we have within the sector.

BIS Grant Letter from Lord Mandelson to HEFCE, 2010–11

Other strategic drivers include:

· History and mission (teaching, research, third leg): I think the challenges for some selective institutions is to bring together the access agenda with excellence.

· Leadership (internal policies and approaches to WP): we do not have enough leadership at Vice Chancellor level in these areas that really bang the drum for WP.

· Market position (implications for WP)

· Funding pots (central, departmental formula, bidding)

· Institutional change hot spots (champions, key committees, data collection and use, corporate plans, school departmental plans)

· Influencing the decision makers (resistors/supporters)

· WPSAs (cross-university planning, aligning policy with practice, monitoring and evaluation).

Analysis of WPSAs

Action on Access has been doing a meta-analysis of WP at the behest of HEFCE. All universities submitted their WPSAs in June last year. There has been a three-phase approach:

Phase 1: Content analysis

· 129 WPSAs submitted (June 2009)

· Setting up software (NVivo)

· Developing a coding framework

· Applying coding and running thematic reports

Phase 2: Meta-analysis

· Analytical review of coded data

· Identification of emergent trends and issues

· Headline feedback

Phase 3: Reports and feedback

· Integration of strand reports

· Preparation of briefing papers

· Production and publication of report

The following are some of the most prominent themes emerging from the WPSAs. The first is to do with mission, where WP is part of what the university actually does. Aimhigher is mentioned frequently in the WPSAs.
Progress towards WP while maintaining standards of excellence and building on institutional strengths.

Creating and facilitating opportunities for people to participate in and access HE is central to our vision and corporate plan.

Widening participation is an extended part of our mission statement, underpinning our ambition to serve students, staff, our partners and the community.

The second aspect is the importance of the history of the institution, and again here are three examples:

For over 180 years, [this university] has remained true to its original mission of creating and supporting opportunities for participation in higher education for underrepresented groups, and it is proud of this tradition.

We retain our absolute commitment to our historical mission of widening access and increasing participation in HE.

Strong history of widening participation in many forms.

The third aspect is a sense of place, and this is where WP contributes to the HEI’s overall contribution to the communities it serves. Economic and social regeneration ran through the strategic assessments.

Mission embraces WP in the context of the university’s relationship with the local community.

The university is located in one of the most ethically and socially diverse parts of London and possibly the UK.

WP is a fundamental part of the university’s global position as an influential civic university, with a commitment to its region and a strong culture of engagement.

WP is sewn into the fabric of higher education. Even if there are major changes to funding of some of the work we carry out, we should not believe that the agenda has changed radically.

CONFERENCE PROGRAMME

Striving for Success

The first Annual Conference of the Aimhigher Associates Scheme

The Queen’s Hotel, Cheltenham
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Day One: Tuesday 18 May 
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Registration

3.00
Opening remarks by Alan Evans, National Coordinator

3.15
Plenary session: Keynote address by Professor Steve Smith, President of Universities UK and Vice-Chancellor of the University of Exeter
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Day Two: Wednesday 19 May 

8.00
Breakfast presentation by John Roger, Managing Partner, York Consulting
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