Executive Summary

Introduction

The Reach for Excellence Programme (RfE) aims to help able young people from disadvantaged backgrounds in Yorkshire gain a place at one of the country’s leading  research universities, as well as ensuring they enter higher education in general. It is run by the University of Leeds, and funded by the HBOS Foundation, with support from the Sutton Trust. 

This report sets out the interim findings of an evaluation of the programme, carried out by the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER). The evaluation will investigate the programme’s impact on the university progression of the first cohort of RfE students, their awareness of Higher Education (HE) options and of funding available. It will track how many RfE students attend a leading research university, and higher education in general. 

This interim report documents the composition of the students recruited for the programme, and explores some of the initial impacts the early stages of RfE has had so far. It will be followed by a final report in December 2009 which will document the university destinations of RfE students, comparing these with the outcomes of similar students who have not been on the programme.


Methodology

The interim findings are based on the following data sources:  

· A baseline survey (focusing on data from 114 of the 120
 students on the RfE programme at its inception)

· Telephone interviews with 30 sixth forms heads (or their college-based equivalents) after initial introduction to the programme

· Fourteen interviews with students and three focus groups (with a total of 15 different students) across three event visits

· A student proforma 

· A parent proforma

· Interviews with programme managers.


Key messages

· The findings highlighted in this interim report suggest that RfE is resulting in tangible benefits for the young people involved, despite the early stages of the programme at which data has been gathered.

· Students enrolled in RfE are predominantly from schools with below average academic achievements, are from relatively deprived households, are high academic achievers, and in most cases are first generation university applicants. 

· After just seven months of RfE involvement, the students were considering a wider range of university destinations, with a higher propensity to identify leading research universities. Although external influences could have impacted on this finding, RfE students felt that the programme was helping them to decide where to apply and to identify the ‘top’ universities. 

· Early indications suggest that RfE is also providing advice and experiences to equip students to apply to and subsequently participate in Higher Education. Information concerning financial support has been particularly valued. 


Key findings from the baseline survey

· Sixty-one per cent of the students on the programme are female
. They are largely from White British or Pakistani backgrounds (54 per cent and 31 per cent respectively).

· Eighty-eight per cent of the students on the programme are from families with low household incomes (as indicated by entitlement to the government’s Educational Maintenance Allowance (EMA)); 86 per cent are first generation university applicants
. 

· All but one of the students on the programme met at least two of the criteria used to select them for the programme.Seventeen per cent met three criteria or more. As well as being high achievers and capable of studying at a research-led university, students needed to meet at least two additional criteria from a list of four (to be receipt of an EMA; to be in public care; to be a first generation university applicant; or to have had their studies adversely affected).  

· The young people enrolled are high academic achievers: 85 per cent have between ten and 18 GCSEs at A* to C. However, 58 per cent of students are from schools that achieve below the national average for GCSE scores
.

· Ninety-five per cent of the young people on RfE were already planning to go to university at the time of the baseline survey
. However, only 47 per cent knew where they wanted to apply. 

· The RfE students appear confident that university attendance will lead on to good jobs and better qualifications, and that it will be an enjoyable experience. However, they expressed apprehension about accruing debt and 28 per cent did not know what university would involve. Given that RfE aims to provide young people with financial information and an insight into university life, it is likely that these apprehensions will be reduced as a result of participation in the programme.

· Factors that would encourage/further encourage the young people to go to university were primarily whether they found a course that interested them and whether they knew they would get a good job and be better paid as a result. RfE aims to help students to find a course that interests them and to recognise the beneficial employment prospects open to graduates, so it is likely that more students may go on to university as a result of their RfE experience.

· The most useful sources of advice accessed by the students were ‘other’ family members (e.g. siblings or cousins), university staff and parents.  Programmes such as RfE that provide young people with a high level of contact with university staff could therefore be extremely beneficial. 

· At the time of the baseline survey, there was a considerable hunger for information on what going to university would involve. Largely, students were seeking information regarding the best universities for the subjects they were considering and on what subjects involved at university. They were also interested in information on financial support and how much attending university costs. Again, RfE aims to provide this information so it is possible that this will have positive impacts on progression to university. 


Views of sixth form heads

· On first hearing about RfE, sixth-form heads felt that it would have a positive role in encouraging students to enter into HE. It was hoped this would be achieved through the provision of information to help students to make choices, practical assistance with applications, experience of university life, and by raising aspirations and confidence to apply to HE. 

· As well as RfE, it was felt that students could also be encouraged to progress to university through input from school staff, other school-based programmes and from support from parents.

· Factors felt to be discouraging students from applying to HE included: financial concerns; pressures to stay at home; negative perceptions of post-graduate employability; and low academic aspirations.

· Head of sixth forms identified some potential limitations of RfE: the requirement for students to give up free time; the ‘strict’ entry criteria; the distance from some students’ homes to Leeds; small numbers of students attending from individual schools/colleges; and a lack of understanding of what RfE was about. 

· Overall, the anticipated effects of RfE included: increased educational aspirations; a widening of choice for university destinations; increased academic attainment; and improved confidence.


Student perceptions of RfE

· Students applied to RfE in the hope that it would provide them with opportunities and information to enhance their progression into HE. They were seeking practical advice regarding applications and funding, and an insight into university life. Even at early stages of the programme, students reported that RfE had exceeded their initial (high) expectations. 

· It is evident, despite the early stages at which data has been gathered, that RfE is having a considerable influence on the students. For example, the analysis suggests that since their involvement in the programme, students are considering a wider choice of university destinations, and feel that RfE has helped them to decide where to apply. 

· RfE students are considering a wider range of Russell Group universities
 than prior to RfE, and more students are considering applying to them. Students indicated that RfE has been helpful in identifying the top universities to apply for. 

· When choosing universities, RfE students are primarily basing their decisions on whether it is the best university for their chosen subject, the reputation of the university, course entry requirements and the quality of student life. This could be a result of RfE to date. Given that the programme aims to support the students in accessing this information, it is possible that students will make better informed decisions about university as a result of participation.  

· RfE students have valued financial information regarding university attendance, advice on applications and details of different university courses. They also feel that RfE has raised their awareness about university progression by providing insights into university life and a greater awareness of choice. Other early impacts include the development of social and study skills, improved confidence and raised aspirations. 

· It was reported that the varied menu of activities offered by RfE and the campus/university-based experiences have been key factors contributing to the early impacts. 


Parental perceptions of RfE

· At the launch event (in January 2008), parents filled in a short proforma to ascertain their hopes for the programme and their early perceptions. 

· Two-thirds of the parents felt that gaining a place on RfE had an immediate effect on their son/daughter. Primarily, the young people were reported to be more motivated, more optimistic about their future and more focused on their achievements and progression to university. 

· All parents felt that RfE would be beneficial for their son/daughter. It was hoped that it would enhance their confidence, widen their awareness of choices about university, provide an insight into university life and act as an incentive to fulfil their potential. 

· Three-quarters of the parents reported that they felt differently about their child’s future now that they were on the RfE programme. Largely, they were more positive about their son/daughter’s future due to less concern about financing a university education. They were also more positive that their own non-attendance at university would not hinder their child’s progression into HE. 

� Six students enrolled on RfE did not complete the baseline survey.  However, letters and additional copies of the survey were sent to students who did not complete a survey on two separate occasions in order to maximise response rates. 


� This is slightly lower than other summer schools supported by the Sutton Trust and  is largely a reflection of girls’ better GCSE attainment. 


� First generation university applicants are those who parents did not attend university. 


� In 2007, 46.7 per cent of pupils nationally achieved GCSEs at grades A* to C (including English and mathematics) Source: National Statistics: First Release. Available at: http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/rsgateway/DB/SFR/s000768/sfr01-2008.pdf  [20August 2008]





� It should be noted that intentions to attend university may not necessarily equate to levels of subsequent attendance. Recent research carried out by MORI for the Sutton Trust reported that there is a high level of aspiration towards higher education among 11-16 year olds in state schools. Seventy per cent report that they are fairly or very likely to go on to university-led study. However, this contrasts with actual participation rates: 32 per cent of 17 – 20 year olds go on to university. http://www.suttontrust.com/reports/MORI2008.pdf


� The Russell Group of large research-led universities consists of: Birmingham, Bristol, Cambridge, Cardiff, Edinburgh, Glasgow, Imperial College, Kings College London, Leeds, Liverpool, London School of Economics, Manchester, Newcastle, Nottingham, Oxford, Queens University Belfast, Sheffield, Southampton, University College London, and Warwick.






