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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Research Methods

1. Year 9 pupils – two questionnaires (before and after delivery of the Aiming High programme) and focus groups with pupils who participated in the concert and those who did not.

2. Discussions and interviews with staff in schools on the role of Aiming High co-ordinators and music and dance teachers involved in the scheme.

3. The views of the Steering Committee (representing key stakeholders) were ascertained with regard to the aims and objectives of the programme by a survey, and volunteer respondents were subsequently interviewed.

4. Non-participating schools were contacted by letter and invited to respond in writing or by telephone regarding their reasons for opting out of involvement in the Aiming High Project.

Aims and Objectives of Aiming High

5. There is consensus regarding the aims of the project, which can be summarised as:

i). To raise the aspirations and ambitions of young people in the area to encourage them to achieve their full potential regardless of ability.

ii). To contribute to the long-term regeneration of the area.

iii). To improve the ambition and motivation of the future work force.

6. There is not a coherent set of objectives for the Aiming High project that directly contributes to achieving the stated aims.

7. Objectives that were articulated can be categorised as relating to pupils, schools and external links.

8. It is recommended that the Steering Committee agree a set of objectives that directly relate to the aims of the project.

The Impact of Aiming High on Educational aspirations

9. Towards the beginning of Year 9 pupils in North Staffordshire are still open-minded with regard to continuing in post-16 education and training.  This offers a project such as Aiming High huge potential to positively influence pupils choices.

10. Overall, pupils appear to be becoming more decisive about future educational aspirations during Year 9.

11. A significant number of ‘floating voters’ (those who responded ‘maybe’ in the first survey) have decided against pursuing educational goals when they leave school.  The aim of any subsequent project should be to convert more ‘maybes’ to ‘yes’.

12. The further on into the school year the higher the number of pupils opting out of both college and university.  As the area has a very low staying-on rate, this is possibly the beginning of this trend leading to the majority of pupils not continuing in post-16 education.

13. The majority of pupils are unlikely to have close family or friends with first-hand experience of higher education, and this presents a cultural barrier to higher education, which a project such as Aiming High can play a role in overcoming.

The Impact of Aiming High on Career Aspirations

14. Future career aspirations (by socio-economic status) appear to have improved during Year 9.
15. For many pupils their career aspirations fell within a higher socio-economic class than that of their parents, and in this way pupils could be seen to be 'aiming high'.

16. In their own terms, pupils can be said to be ‘aiming high’ with regard to their career aspirations.

17. There is a need for careers information and guidance to help pupils to realise their career aspirations.

Willingness to Relocate

18. The majority of pupils did not definitely anticipate living in another place, but the majority (about 60%) would consider relocating. Do these research findings confirm the traditional view of the area as insular and parochial?  Or, do they suggest a new willingness to move to achieve raised aspirations?

Decision-making

19. Decision-making by young people is context-related: it cannot be separated from the culture, life history and family background of the individual.

20. The majority of the pupils felt that the Aiming High project had made them think about 'aiming high' in relation to their education and training 'a little'; while the project had made them think about 'aiming high' a lot in relation to career aspirations.

21. Over half of the pupils felt that the main influence on their decision making was their parents.  Consequently, it is recommended that strategies to increase the involvement of parents be considered in any future project aiming to raise aspirations.

22. Approximately a quarter of pupils felt that teachers were an important influence on their decision making.  Careers advisors in some schools however are not seen to be providing sufficient information early enough, and are sometimes disparaging. 

23. The influence of friends on decision-making is complex.  It appears that pupils listen to the views of their peers, but feel it is important to make their own decisions.

24. The impact of Aiming High is necessarily limited by the influence of other factors, and the type and level of involvement in the project is likely to be significant.

The Programme of Activities

25. Activities were seen to have much greater appeal to pupils interested in dance or music.  Furthermore, some previous experience in music particularly is often a pre-requisite for participation in the concert.

26. There is a perceived correlation by pupils and staff that academically successful pupils and those coming from supportive home environments are more likely to already play an instrument or attend dance classes, and so participate in the Aiming High activities.

27. Musicians were often already ‘high achievers’.

28. Dance was not attractive to most boys, as it is at odds with the peer group pressure to affirm their masculinity.  Boys however are at a greater risk of underachieving and being excluded than girls are, especially in Staffordshire.

29. Non-participants felt excluded and labeled as ‘non-achievers’.  There was a feeling amongst most pupils and teachers that the project was not reaching the pupils who could (and should) gain the most from it.

30. Should the programme try to attract or even target pupils who are at the greatest risk of underachieving?

31. The degree of input into the music and dance sequences accorded to pupils appeared to equate to the amount of enjoyment they had derived from their involvement.

32. Perceived benefits of participation were largely determined by the professionals' ability to work effectively with young people and motivate them.

33. Some schools did not utilise the full programme of activities offered by Aiming High.

34. An additional benefit of the programme of activities has been working with other schools in cluster groups.  This has been particularly important with respect to relations with children from special schools.

Communication and Liaison between Project Organisers and Schools

35. Some co-ordinators and other staff complained about poor communication between the organisers and schools, while others said they had not encountered this difficulty.

36. Teachers were concerned about the potentially adverse effect of the project on core curriculum studies – caused both by their absence, and children missing lessons.  Other teachers and parents were said to have complained regarding pupils forfeiting core curriculum studies.

37. Some staff felt that Aiming High made demands on them beyond the call of duty.  For example, working at the weekends and after school, and transporting children in their own cars (which raised safety and legal concerns).

38. Primarily, different priorities and perspectives caused these differences and irritations.  More discussion between all stakeholders regarding what the scheme hopes to achieve, the best ways to attain these goals and what is practical in the current school environment is required.

Non-Participating Schools

39. Some schools perceiving themselves as ‘high academic achievers’ feel that they do not need to raise aspirations and achievement and that participating in a project such as Aiming High will detract from achievement in terms of time spent away from core curriculum studies by pupils and staff.

40. Some schools would like more input into the choice of inspirational speakers and the selection of activities; this would enable them to integrate Aiming High into existing programmes more easily.

41. Some schools would prefer the funding be given directly to schools, to enable them to embed an aspiration-raising programme aimed at the pupils they perceived to be in greatest need in the school.

42. Some schools felt that they had been added on as an afterthought as they did not have a problem with deprived/disadvantage children within their area.  This is strongly denied by all key members of the organisation.
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