Background

Following the introduction of student tuition fees for Higher Education Staffordshire Concordat has published a leaflet entitled ‘Money Matters’ which is intended to assist young people and their families in their decision making.  It is aimed at pupils intending to go on to Higher Education presently in Sixth Form and Further Education colleges. The leaflet contains information relating to tuition fees and student loans, together with brief details of the recently introduced financial changes and case studies of two students.  It also gives contact numbers for further information.  

Aim of the Evaluation Research

The aim of the research was to evaluate the usefulness of the ‘Money Matters’ publication to the target audiences of Year 13 students and their parents.

Research Methods

Further Education colleges and Sixth Form colleges within local schools, were contacted initially by letter and invited to participate in the evaluation project.  The following colleges volunteered to take part in the research.

· Stoke-on-Trent Sixth Form College

· Newcastle College

· Leek College

· The Moorlands Sixth Form Centre, Cheadle

· St. John Fisher Sixth Form, Newcastle

Members of the research team visited the participating colleges and held a tutorial session with second year A Level or GNVQ students.  At the beginning of each session students were asked to read through the ‘Money Matters’ leaflet.  They were then asked to complete a short worksheet of questions relating to information contained within the leaflet (see Appendix 1).  A short discussion followed completion of the worksheet in which worksheet answers were discussed.  Students then completed a questionnaire, which was collected for statistical analysis (see Appendix 2).  The questionnaire sought information relating to actual content and format of the leaflet, together with students’ perceptions of the degree of usefulness to themselves and their parents.  

Following on from this, focus groups were held with approximately six or seven students, drawn from volunteers from the tutorial sessions (see Appendix 3).  Nine focus groups in total were held.  During group discussions further information was sought relating to leaflet content together with information on decision making in general.  Focus groups sessions were recorded and transcribed.

Results

82 A Level and GNVQ students from tutorial groups within the participating colleges (see above) completed questionnaires which were subsequently analysed.  The majority of the students were within the age range 17-18 years.  Eight students were aged 19-20, one student was aged 25 years.  The majority of students surveyed (78%) intended to go on to Higher Education.  A further 12% were unsure of their intentions, whilst 7% were not intending to go on to Higher Education.  Volunteers from this initial cohort of students took part in a total of nine focus group sessions held within the colleges.  

This section of the report presents the evaluation findings which is based on research collected from both questionnaires and focus group discussions.  It examines students’ perceptions of the usefulness of the ‘Money Matters’ leaflet together with issues relating to decision making in general.
Terminology
Almost 99% of students surveyed thought the language used in the leaflet was either very easy or quite easy to understand.  Although this finding was, overall, supported during focus group discussions, a number of points could possibly benefit from clearer, more explicit information.  

· For example a number of students appeared confused as to the precise meaning of the term ‘residual income’.  Whilst the leaflet does state that this is a complicated term, and directs students to the LEA for further information, agreement on a clearer definition for inclusion in future leaflets would be beneficial.  
· Similarly, one student was clearly confused by the information relating to repayment of student loans, saying ‘Puts you off the student loan really, because it says you repay the equivalent to what you borrowed in interest, double the amount’.  When this was explained to her she felt that she had not understood this section of the leaflet, and thought she would have to pay back far more than she had borrowed.  Other students in the same group also felt that the information contained in this section was confusing.   
Format
Whilst almost 66% felt the format of the leaflet was either excellent or good, 33% felt it was only reasonable.  This was explored further using open questions and during focus group discussions.  

· Some students felt that information would appear clearer formated as bullet points, or highlighted in some way, possibly in table form.  For example one student felt that there was a ‘Bit too much writing on it to be honest.  You look at it and you think - I can do without it all.’  For some students the amount and layout of text, coupled with the small size of the font was off-putting.  This was confirmed by analysis of responses to open questions on the questionnaire.

· The colour of the leaflet also appeared to deter many students.  For example, during focus groups students asked to suggest improvements to the leaflet, often mentioned the colour, as in ‘It’s very blue!’.  Similarly 24 pupils mentioned the colour of the leaflet in response to the open question relating to suggestions for improvements.

· Some students also questioned the appearance of the leaflet in general, feeling that the title did not indicate that it related to university costs etc.  They felt it was more likely to be read if this was indicated not only in the title, but in the general appearance of the leaflet, i.e. University logo etc.  Subsequent research into distribution and availability of the leaflet to students, suggests that even if the leaflet is on display in Careers Offices etc., students are unlikely to pick up a copy as they do not think it is relevant to their situation.  For example students in focus groups in a college participating in the research said they were unaware of the leaflet prior to the tutorial.  The Careers Advisor at the college, however, places copies on display both inside and outside the Careers Office.

· Case Studies
     Only 6% of students found the information contained in the case studies useful.  61% found them quite useful, whilst 33% found them either not very, or not useful at all.  Overall this was confirmed by students involved in focus groups.  Many felt that the space given to the case studies could be utilised more effectively by giving extra information on tuition fees and loans etc.  For example, ‘... you could have gone into more depth about student loans though.  Instead of having the case studies.  If you hadn’t used up such a big page on the case studies you could have talked more about tuition fees and student loans’.  Other students felt that they were not really relevant.  Information obtained from the ‘open’ questions included in the survey also supported this, in that 37 student’s felt the case studies were the least useful section in the leaflet. 

Information contained in the leaflet
· 35% felt the leaflet was very useful to them.  A further 57% felt it was quite useful.

     13% of those surveyed felt the leaflet had increased their knowledge of the funding situation a great deal.  68% felt it had increased their knowledge a fair amount, whilst 18% felt it hadn’t really increased their knowledge.

· Students were also asked which information contained in the leaflet they considered the most useful.  The majority of students surveyed stated that the sections relating to ‘Living costs’, ‘Tuition fees’, ‘Repaying your student loan’ and the ‘Table of Maximum Loan Amounts’ were the most useful sections of the leaflet. This suggests that the majority of students require basic factual information relating to what they (or their parents) are going to have to pay out in relation to fees and the amounts they are entitled to receive as a student loan.  Coupled with this is information relating to where to apply for a loan, when/how much and for how long they will have to repay this loan.  Some students would also like to know if this loan is paid in one lump sum, or whether payments can be divided throughout the academic year.        

· This was supported during focus group discussions.  For example one student when asked if he thought they were well informed replied ‘Better than we were.  Because when we came here we knew nothing on it, but now we’ve read the leaflet it’s opened our eyes a bit’.  Many students felt that they had received very little information on the financial issues involved in university attendance and appeared to welcome the opportunity to discuss this.  As one student said ‘This was the only thing I was worried about, so I’m glad I came in this morning and got it sorted out.’  Information they had received appeared to focus on completion of UCAS applications, or was vague with few precise details.

· Many students felt that they would have like more information particularly in relation to repayment of student loans.  For example typical comments relating to this were; ‘It doesn’t say how long you will be paying it back for.’ And ‘It doesn’t say if you earn more than £15,000 how much you are going to have to pay back.’  This latter point raised concern particularly in view of (in students’ opinions) the large increase in repayments quoted for salaries of £10,000 and £15,000.

Target Group
· The majority of pupils felt the leaflet was targeted at them i.e. college/sixth form leavers.  Approximately 20% felt that the leaflet was also targeted at parents.  This was confirmed during focus group discussions.  Few students felt the leaflet would be of use to mature students.

· Almost 80% of pupils felt the leaflet to be either very or quite relevant to their personal situation.  Almost 15%, however, felt that it was not very relevant to their own situation.

Parents
· Pupils were also asked if their parents would be likely to read the leaflet, and would they find the information useful.  72% felt that parents were either very likely or quite likely to read the leaflet.  28%, however felt that their parents were unlikely to read the leaflet.

· Over 82% of pupils surveyed felt that their parents would find the information useful.  Again this was supported during focus group discussions.  Relatively few parents were, according to the students, aware of the financial issues relating to university attendance.  Whilst some students had siblings already attending or had previously attended university, they felt the knowledge their parents had was limited.  Some students involved in the focus groups, however, felt that although their parents would probably read the leaflet they didn’t think that they would ‘take it in’ and they would have to explain it to their parents themselves.  As in previous points, students appeared to welcome the opportunity to discuss general, relatively simple queries relating to the leaflet.  Similar discussion sessions following distribution of the leaflet to students would be likely, therefore to clarify many of the points raised during the research and would conceivably enable students to pass on and explain this information to their parents.  Similarly, some students felt that if they were simply given the leaflet to take home and read, they would probably not do so.  Again tutorials or discussion sessions revolving around the leaflet could overcome this problem.  Students at one of the Sixth Form Colleges participating in the research did in fact say that someone had visited them from Staffordshire University, who had been able to answer some of their questions.  

· A further suggestion put forward by some students was the setting up of an information website, with a contact email number for general queries.

Timing of distribution of leaflet
· Almost 70% of pupils felt that the financial situation would affect their decision to stay on in FE/HE either a great deal (18%) or to some extent (51%).  Only 7% of pupils felt that finance did not affect their decision in any way.

· Of the 82 pupils surveyed, only 3 had seen a copy of the leaflet prior to the evaluation.  Whilst 55% felt that this was the correct time to have this information, 45% felt that it was received too late.  Bearing in mind the fact that almost three-quarters of pupils felt the financial situation affected their future decisions to some extent; earlier distribution of information (albeit in a provisional form) would possibly be more beneficial to students.  

· The timing of distribution of the leaflet was also discussed during focus group sessions.  Overall students appeared to feel that the information had been given to them too late.  Many felt they needed the information earlier, preferably before the end of their first year of college.  Students were unaware of the existence of the leaflet, as one student said ‘I don’t think it’s very available.  Where do you get it?’.  The same group of students (which included students who had previously sat A-levels at a local school’s sixth form) said that although they regularly visited Careers Offices, they had not seen the leaflet prior to our visit.

· Following on from the previous point, the Publications Office at Staffordshire University was contacted for a distribution list.  A number of institutions/organisations were then contacted and asked when/where the leaflet was distributed.  Information received suggests that the leaflet is not only achieving limited distribution, it does not appear to be reaching the group for which it is intended.  This is fundamental to the success of the leaflet; regardless of the quality of the leaflet, if it is not reaching the target group it will not be successful. 

Other Information

· Many students appeared confused over financial matters in general.   For example students were unclear on the differences between credit and cheque cards, student loans and bank loans.  Similarly they expressed concern over actually managing their money once they were at university, many felt that this was going to be extremely difficult for them and they were not equipped to handle this.   The following comments were typical; ‘It’s hard because you’re just expected to manage your money, you’re taken away from home and you’re put into the whatever and you’re given a chunk of money in one and you’re expected to manage it and I think that’s quite a lot of responsibility.’ and ‘You’ve got to suddenly become very responsible with your money.’  This was coupled with concern over the actual amount of debt they would acquire once they were at university.  Students involved in group discussions quoted instances of friends or acquaintances at university that were, they said thousands of pounds in debt at the end of the first year.  This concern was also evident in responses to the questionnaire, in that some students wanted information on general financial issues included in the leaflet.

· The leaflet does not contain any information relating to which parent’s income (i.e. biological or step) is assessed for the purpose of determining tuition fees or amount of student loan available. This was a concern for many students involved in the focus group discussions.

