AIMING HIGH

Evaluation Report 1998-1999

INTRODUCTION

This in-depth evaluation report for the Aiming High Project, 1998-9, was prepared by the Institute for Access Studies, Staffordshire University.  It is a critical examination of the Aiming High scheme, and is intended to assist the future operation of this and similar ventures.  This report includes details of the perceived impacts of the scheme on pupils in 1998-9, plus details of research relating to the aims and objectives of the scheme, and the views of non-participating schools.  There is also a shorter report, detailing the impact of the scheme.  Next year will see the publication of a report examining the impacts of the 1999-2000 programme on pupils, plus a final report, including a longitudinal study of the Aiming High scheme.

Background

The Aiming High project was initiated by the Stoke-on-Trent Community Partnership to raise aspirations and ambitions of young people in North Staffordshire. Underpinning the initiative is the belief that the area has a culture in which education and training are undervalued.  For example, educational achievement is low compared to the national average (see Table 1).  Indeed, three-quarters of the schools taking part in Aiming High are below England’s average GCSE point score.  The current staying-on rate in post-16 education is one of the worst in the country (56.3% of post-16 year olds in full-time education compared to a national average of 67.9% - 1997, Staffordshire Careers). Similarly, many young people within the area leave school at 16 and remain ‘unsettled’ i.e. not in training, education or employment (16.1% locally compared to 6.5% nationally – Staffordshire Careers).  Young people have traditionally followed their parents into the same jobs within the ceramic, mining or steel industry, all of which have either now disappeared or are in a process of contraction.  The situation in Staffordshire was summarised recently by the principal of one further education college, who is concerned to widen participation in post-compulsory education:

“There is still a reliance on traditional industries such as ceramics and brewing, steel and coal, but employment in these is in decline…The reality is that Staffordshire has become a low skill and low wage economy with insufficient inward investment.  The obvious remedies are not immediately apparent…

“This situation is exacerbated by relatively poor aspiration and poor educational attainment.  There are whole areas, particularly in the north of the county where people still live in the same street where they were born and are reluctant to move out…The close knit sense of community has contributed to an informal labour market where jobs are found for relatives and friends, and attainment and ability are less important.

“The questions that those of us in post sixteen education have been asking are: how do we raise the value of learning in this environment?  How do we encourage greater participation and better attainment?  Is lifelong learning an idealistic concept that is irrelevant to consider in these communities?”  Megson, (1999, p 41)

The project was initiated in 1995, targeting Year 9 pupils (age 13-14) in schools in Stoke-on-Trent, Newcastle and the Staffordshire Moorlands.  The objective was to raise aspirations and encourage pupils to achieve their full potential whatever their ability.  In 1998/9 pupils have been involved in a number of different cross-curricular events, ranging from talks by inspirational speakers to dance and music workshops.  The project culminated in a concert involving pupils and professionals from the BBC Philharmonic Orchestra and the Birmingham Royal Ballet.  These activities will be discussed in more detail below.

Evaluation Strategy

The Institute for Access Studies at Staffordshire University was asked to provide an independent evaluation of the Aiming High scheme for 1998/99 and 1999/2000.  The agreed evaluation strategy consisted of five components: impact on participants, identifying and clarifying shared objectives, non-participating schools, longitudinal study of impact and sustainability and development.  This evaluation report addresses three main areas:

i). The identification and clarification of objectives.  Was there a consensus amongst those involved regarding the project’s objectives?  If not, what impediments could the researchers locate?  What steps might be taken to address this?

ii). The nature and level of the project’s impact on participants.  The evaluation considers the extent to which pupils and teachers feel that the scheme has had an impact on children's aspirations.  For example, to what extent had participants’ awareness of future opportunities (including education and careers) increased?  Issues relating to elements of the project organisation assist or impinge on the effective delivery of the programme and the benefits derive by pupils are also examined.

iii). Non-participation.  There are schools that have declined to participate in the Aiming High project.  This is particularly true of schools within the Staffordshire Moorlands area.  Issues relating to non-participation are examined.  What perceptions and reasoning informed the decision of non-participating schools?  What can the project learn from this?

In 1999/2000 the impact on participants will again be examined, together with other related issues such as good practice.

RESEARCH METHODS

This section details the research methods used to collect the data informing this evaluation report.

Overview

Thirty-three schools in North Staffordshire participated in Aiming High this year, which revolved around a central theme of ‘Creation’. The project offered a range of activities including dance and music workshops, artwork, ceramic plate design and inspirational speaker sessions.  Twenty-seven of these were secondary schools, one a school for the deaf and five were schools for children with special needs.  Of this group, some schools were only partially involved (e.g. attending speaker sessions only), while some participated in all activities.  (During the course of the evaluation, it became apparent that a number of schools did not attend the speaker sessions, although they were recorded initially as participating fully.)

In order to investigate and assess the evaluation issues indicated above (see Evaluation Strategy), a range of research methods have been employed, including group discussions with pupils and one-to-one interviews with other participants and stakeholders.  In addition, questionnaires were completed by a sample of pupils before and after the project.  Data gathered from the questionnaires were subject to statistical analyses in an attempt to reveal trends, clusters and tendencies.  To complement this quantitatively, numerically oriented method, participants were invited to discuss their experiences of the project and to relate its positive and negative aspects.  In this way, the researchers hoped that qualitative information would complement and substantiate the quantitative data, and provide opportunities for exploring people’s experiences of the project.

Attempts were made in all stages of the evaluation to collect data from a representative range of schools in relation to ranking in the Performance Tables.  As other school-related factors (e.g. facilities, sixth form provision, etc.) act to influence pupils with regard to post-16 decision-making, an even spread of schools from above and below the national/local average was taken in an attempt to reduce the effects of these factors.  The schools taking part in each stage of the evaluation are listed below.

Collecting data from pupils

The researchers wished to assess the effects of the project by inquiring into pupils’ intentions regarding education and career aspirations.  Assessing this was undertaken, in part, by conducting questionnaires in two phases; the first scheduled for the project’s early stages and a second to be conducted at its completion.  It was hoped that this two-phase approach would reveal any changes in pupils’ attitudes, perceptions and awareness.

Year 9 pupils in eight of the participating schools (see Table 1 overleaf) were asked to complete Questionnaire One (see Appendix 1) relating to their ambitions upon leaving school, both in terms of their educational and career aspirations.  Information was collected from 159 pupils in the initial survey.  This was subsequently analysed to provide a benchmark
 for comparison with data collected after the completion of the1998-9 Aiming High project, in Questionnaire Two.  Survey data was supplemented by group interviews with pupils and discussions with teachers (including co-ordinators and music and dance teachers).

Table 1:  Schools' Participation in the Evaluation

SCHOOL
AVE GCSE POINT SCORE
PARTICIPATION

Painsley R.C. High
48.6
Focus Group

St. Thomas More
41.1
Questionnaire 1

Trentham High
39.9
Questionnaire 1

Clayton High
38.9
Questionnaire 2

Madeley High
37.2
Focus Group

England average
37.0


Sir Thomas Boughey
36.6
Questionnaire 2

St. Peters C of E
36.3
Questionnaire 1

Blythe Bridge High
35.3
Focus Group

Cheadle High
33.3
Questionnaire 2

Sandon High
33.2
Focus Group

Haywood High
31.0
Questionnaire 1

Local average
30.4


Clough Hall
29.3
Questionnaire 2

Berry Hill High
29.0
Questionnaire 2

Newcastle Community
28.8
Questionnaire 2

Wolstanton High
28.5
Focus Group

Blurton High
27.8
Questionnaire 1

Thistley Hough High
27.8
Focus Group

James Brindley High
27.6
Questionnaire 1

Brownhills High
27.0
Questionnaire 2

Maryhill High
26.6
Questionnaire 2

Birches Head High
26.2
Questionnaire 1

Longton High
25.7
Questionnaire 1

Mitchell High
17.6
Focus Group

Questionnaire One asked pupils about their intentions with regard to leaving school.  For example, question 2 asked: ‘Do you think you will do any of the following when you leave school?’; choices included: ‘do A’levels’
; ‘go to college’, ‘go to university’ and ‘live in another place’.  In each case pupils were requested to choose one of three answers, ‘yes’, ‘maybe’ or ‘no’.

Pupils were asked to give details of any career they had considered.  To explore this in more depth the research endeavoured to understand pupils’ perceptions of the degree of difficulty in entering a given occupation.  In this way, the researchers hoped to construct a proxy indicator of aspirations.  Pupils were also asked to give details of parental occupation.  The intention was to examine the extent to which pupils could be observed to be adhering to parental career trajectories.  To accomplish this, parents’ occupations were categorised by socio-economic group and compared with pupils’ stated career ambitions.

Questionnaire Two (see Appendix 2) was distributed after completion of the 1998/99 Aiming High programme to a further section of Year 9 pupils.  Although this second survey was conducted in different schools to those participating in the initial survey, it was deemed to provide a suitable basis for comparison due to the representative nature of the sample.  In total, 181 questionnaires were completed.

Questionnaire Two covered similar topics to those of Questionnaire One, but sought to investigate additional issues.  For instance, as a result of participating in Aiming High, did pupils display a correspondingly enhanced awareness of their potential (whether with respect to further – and higher education – or work and employment)?  It would be necessary to examine other surrounding factors prior to attributing these positive effects to the work of the project.  Other influences that would need to be taken into account would include the socio-economic background of the pupil, amount of parental support and encouragement and school culture, e.g.  A key area of interest in this second phase of the research therefore entailed an examination of pupils decision-making processes, including who influences them and when choices are made.  Pupils were also asked which parts of the project they had enjoyed most and to give suggestions for improving the project.  The results of Questionnaire Two were analysed and compared to those obtained from the pre-survey sample.

In order to investigate in more detail the experiences of the pupils, and the perceived benefits, group discussions were held with Year 9 pupils who had not taken part in either pre or post-Aiming High surveys (see Appendix 3). Two groups of approximately 6 or 7 pupils, both male and female were drawn from the schools taking part in this stage of the evaluation.  In each school, one group was taken from pupils who had performed in the Aiming High concert, and a second group from those pupils who had not participated in the concert.  Although the schools chosen to take part in this section of the research were evenly spread in respect of their position in the Performance Tables, choice was dictated by their ability to provide a mixed sex group of pupils who had taken part in the concert.  Focus groups enabled a more thorough exploration of issues relating to pupil's perceptions and experience.  The discussions arising in these sessions were particularly useful for gauging consensus and exploring areas of disagreement. 

Collecting information from staff in schools

Each school appointed a project co-ordinator, who usually worked in conjunction with other staff members (e.g. music and dance teachers) to facilitate the implementation of the Aiming High project in their school.  One-to-one discussions were held with some of these staff members.  The original intention was to explore pertinent matters during the Co-ordinators Meeting in July, but due to time constraints this proved impossible.  In an attempt to overcome this difficulty forms were handed out to co-ordinators present at the meeting, asking for their views on some of these issues, but this met with little response, again probably due to lack of time.  

Information was also collected from the project organisers on their perception of the degree of enthusiasm for the scheme displayed by participating schools.  This took the form of a rating for each school within the range ‘Excellent’ to ‘Very Poor’.  This data will be used to assist the next phase of research relating to issues of good practice.

Perspectives of the Steering Committee

To add a further layer of detail to the evaluation picture, research was undertaken with members of the Steering Committee.  This was partly to provide general information to supplement data collected in other ways, but particularly to clarify the aims and objectives of the programme. The Steering Committee comprises of representatives of the key stakeholders: Stoke-on-Trent Community Partnership, the Training and Enterprise Council (TEC), the two Local Education Authorities and other supporting agencies.

In the evaluation report last year it was stated that Aiming High does not have explicit objectives, (Report of the Independent Evaluation of the 1997/98 Programme. p7).   The project is however consistent with one of the main objectives of the Stoke-on-Trent Community Partnership: 'To raise aspirations and ambitions and to specifically encourage greater participation in post-16 and post-18 education.'   Without specific objectives, it is difficult to evaluate the success of the project in terms of achievement.

To assist with the clarification of the aims and objectives of the project, the research team attended a Steering Committee meeting and subsequently sent letters to all committee members asking them to identify the aim of Aiming High and four objectives (see Appendix 4).  ‘Aim’ was defined as the overall intention of the project.   Objectives were defined as detailing the way in which the aim is to be achieved.  Objectives can be viewed as goals, and can be used to demonstrate whether progress is being made in pursuit of the aim of the organisation or project.  It should be clear how each objective contributes to the attainment of the stated aim.

Members of the Steering Committee were also asked to volunteer to take part in a semi-structured interview with a member of the research team.  The purpose of the interview was primarily to explore the aims and objectives underlying the Aiming High scheme (see Appendix 5).

Views from Non-Participating Schools

Although from the outset, the project was intended to encompass schools within North Staffordshire (including the towns of Newcastle, Stoke-on-Trent and Leek and the Staffordshire Moorlands) a number of schools decided not to participate.  Some schools, having taken part in previous years, have now decided to opt out of the project.  This is particularly true of the Staffordshire Moorlands schools, all of which declined involvement in 1998/9. 

Both the Steering Committee and the research team agreed that it was important to seek to understand the reasons for non-participation, as some children were denied the benefits of the scheme.  Appreciating the perspectives of these schools may enhance future implementation of the project, thus bringing positive results for all participants.  

In total, eight schools within the area chose to opt out of the Aiming High scheme in 1998/9.  Each of the schools was contacted by letter or telephone and invited to discuss their reasons for non-participation.

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES OF AIMING HIGH

To help clarify the overarching aim and the objectives of Aiming High, members of the Steering Committee (representing the key stakeholders) were contacted (see above).  Of the twenty-one letters dispatched, ten written replies were received, and four interviews were subsequently conducted.

Aims

From this consultation, the overall aims of the project appeared to be concentrated within three main areas.  Firstly, to raise the general aspirations and ambitions of young people in the area by involving students in a series of inspirational activities intended to encourage them to achieve their full potential regardless of ability. It may be noted here that a number of replies not only referred to raising the aspirations of pupils, but also of parents.  Raising aspirations was often interpreted as raising educational achievement.  It was hoped that raising the standard of achievement of local pupils would have a 'knock-on' effect, thereby contributing to long-term regeneration of the area.  Finally, a number of replies also stated that the project, where possible, should build relationships between businesses and schools providing business with an opportunity to influence the motivation and ambition of the future workforce.

The aims of the project can therefore be summarised as:

i). To raise the aspirations and ambitions of young people in the area in order 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.

Objectives

In order to achieve these broad aims, the members of the Steering Committee responding to the researchers’ request for information suggested a number of objectives.  These objectives were explored in more detail with key players who volunteered to participate in a research interview.  The objectives have been categorised in relation to: pupils, schools and external links.

· Pupils

There appeared to be a consensus around the idea that the project should strive to raise general aspirations through inspirational speakers.  The function of inspirational speakers is two-fold: to motivate pupils and to act as positive role models.

There seems to be some inconsistency, or lack of clarity, regarding whom the project is primarily intended to benefit.  One key player stated emphatically that all Year 9 pupils should be involved in and benefit from the Aiming High programme.  It is only possible for all pupils to participate in the inspirational speaker sessions, but as the research reports below, some schools, for a range of reasons, do not allow any or all of their Year 9 pupils to attend these sessions.  It is clearly not possible for all Year 9 pupils to participate in the final concert.  However, this year steps were taken to extend participation to more pupils, particularly through dance workshops held in schools.  Unfortunately, school staff still acted as ‘gatekeepers’, and so dictated which children benefited.  For example, in some schools only the girls were able to participate in the dance sessions.  There is however confusion about how pupils should be selected to participate in activities, such as the concert.  The Steering Committee members interviewed wanted all children to benefit, and were reluctant to consider targeting specific groups of pupils.  For example, one interviewee said that he would like Aiming High to be for all pupils, as it will ‘add value to high-aspirers’ and ‘act as a catalyst for others’.  He said he would like the project to include pupils of all abilities, ‘but particularly those who are low achievers, who are frequently left out of Aiming High’.  Steering Committee members would like Aiming High to benefit all Year 9 pupils, but although they acknowledge that this not happening, they are reluctant to advocate targeting specific groups of pupils.  As another interviewee stated, ‘I think it would be quite wrong to target, it should have a very broad approach’.

Aiming High currently, and in previous years, has offered a range of activities or ‘new experiences’ for school pupils to participate in.  Steering Committee members felt that an important element of the Aiming High programme is to offer pupils new experiences that will facilitate the development of confidence and competence in a variety of contexts.  The focus of the scheme has been largely on the ‘arts’ – e.g. music, dancing, photography, design and script writing.  The Steering Committee did not plan Aiming High as an arts project, but acknowledge that this is the way that it has developed and is sometimes recognised specifically by this aspect.  Involvement with the BBC Philharmonic Orchestra has undoubtedly ‘added something very special to the project’, as one respondent noted. 

A final objective relating specifically to pupils that was identified was to give recognition for effort and achievement involved in participation in the project.

· Schools

An objective of the programme emerged as the development of positive working relationships between schools.  This is facilitated by the organisation of schools into cluster groups, to work together on Aiming High activities.  This has been particularly successful in relation to the integration of pupils from special schools with pupils at other schools.

An objective of many of the Steering Committee members was to integrate the Aiming High theme across the curriculum.  This however would involve all teachers embracing the ethos of ‘aiming high’.  The Steering Committee members were able to point at examples of good practice where the overall benefits of Aiming High were greater than the sum of the parts, as the notion of aiming high has been incorporated into the school ethos.  This can be done in two way: sensitising teachers to the general sentiment of ‘aiming high’ and more specifically integrating the annual theme across the curriculum areas.  Expansion of the Aiming High theme is however restricted by the limited amount of ‘free’ time teachers have both in and out of the classroom.

· External links

A further aspect of the programme articulated by Steering Committee members, but largely unrealised, is the formation of links with business and industry, and other community partners.  Building external links is seen as a way of adding value to the project, and developing relationships that will exist beyond the life of the project.  In previous years, attempts have been made to broker relationships between schools and business, with success in some schools.  The ability of the Aiming High project to develop partnerships is affected by the enthusiasm and commitment on the part of schools and other partners.

Also cited by some stakeholders was the need to develop and strengthen links with parents.  The involvement of employers and publicising Aiming High in the workplace is one way of alerting parents to the scheme.  However, more steps could be taken to involve parents. 

In conclusion, it can be seen that there is not a coherent set of objectives for the Aiming High project that directly contributes to achieving the stated aims.  It is therefore recommended that the Steering Committee addresses this issue, and draws up an agreed set of objectives that directly relate to the aims of the project, and facilitate the realisation of these goals.  Without such clarity, the success of the project is always open to interpretation.

EVALUATION OF AIMING HIGH PROJECT 1998-99 – CREATION

This section of the report presents the evaluation findings of the Aiming High project in 1998-9.  It is based on research collected during this year.  In particular, it examines the nature and level of the project’s impact on participants.  It considers the extent to which pupils and teachers felt that the scheme had positively effected children's 'aspirations’.  For example, to what extent had participants’ awareness of future opportunities (including education and careers) increased?  How had they benefited from particular activities?
Educational Aspirations

The Aiming High project aims to raise general aspirations.  A central aspect of pupils’ aspirations is felt to relate to their educational expectations.  It is therefore instructive to examine pupils’ perceptions of their post-16 educational opportunities and likely courses of action.  The questionnaires consider three types of post-16 education and training: A’levels (at school or college), further education (academic or vocational, full-time or part-time) and higher education.

· A' levels

In Questionnaire One (before the majority of the Aiming High programme had been delivered) pupils were asked if they anticipated studying for 'A' levels.  In the initial survey 46.5% of pupils said they intended to sit 'A' levels, a further 50.9% were considering the possibility.  97.4% of pupils therefore were at least open to the option of studying for ‘A’ levels.  The remaining 2.5% of pupils, (all of whom were female), stated that they were not considering 'A' levels.  When results were examined by gender, a higher percentage of girls (50%) compared to boys (42.5%) appeared to have already made their decision with regard to 'A' level study.

It can therefore be observed that contrary to some of the negative images held by many, including members of the Steering Committee (see ‘Background’, p1), a fairly hopeful picture emerges within North Staffordshire, showing that almost all pupils are at least considering embarking on ‘A’ level courses.  It is possible that some pupils did not complete the survey honestly, for example, by providing the answers that they thought were expected of them.  However, not only were the questionnaires completed anonymously, but also one would expect some pupils to state that they were not planning to undertake further study in order to appear ‘cool’ as opposed to a ‘swot’.  The overwhelming nature of this result indicates that at worst pupils have not closed their minds to further academic study, in this case in the form of A’levels.   This suggests that strategies to convert ‘maybes’ into ‘yes’ during Year 9 are likely to be successful, and indicates a potentially very valuable role for projects such as Aiming High.  Unfortunately, it is not possible to know how this degree of open-mindedness compares with other geographical areas, including those perceived to have higher educational aspirations, and further research is recommended.  

Results from the second survey showed a slightly higher percentage of pupils stating that they anticipated studying for A' levels (54.1%).  A further 34.8% said they were considering this option.  Overall, however, the total percentage of pupils either intending to sit A’ levels or considering the option had fallen to 88.9%.  If these figures are analysed by gender a higher number of boys (60%) compared to girls (49.5%) stated that they wanted to study 'A' level courses.

Pupils aspirations towards studying at A’level are shown in Chart 1 below.

Chart 1: Pupils’ aspirations towards studying at A’level

  (QA1= Questionnaire 1, QA2=Questionnaire 2)
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This seems to illustrate that pupils have moved from the position of being unsure whether or not they wanted to study for A’levels, to having made a decision – and in some cases this was the decision not to participate in A’level study.  The positive impact of Aiming High on educational aspirations with regard to A’levels is difficult to assess – partly as other factors come into play.  It does demonstrate, however that Aiming High has the potential to influence a lot of ‘maybes’.  

· College

Pupils were also asked about their intentions to go to college.  This was intended to be a more general question, taking into account vocational as well as academic further study.  Again the responses from Questionnaires One and Two are compared, and are shown in Chart 2 below.

Comparison of the results shows an increase in the number of pupils who have rejected the idea of going on to college between Questionnaire One and Two.  A decrease in the number of pupils intending to go on to college is also evident (75% to 63%).  Although this decrease is equally balanced between both boys and girls, again more girls appear to have already made this decision earlier in the year, at the time of the initial survey.  Far more pupils (of both sexes) appear to consider this as an option in comparison to either sitting 'A' levels or going on to university. This was also supported in the focus groups.  Many pupils felt that they were likely to go on to college.  Fewer pupils appeared to view university attendance with the same certainty.

It is difficult to interpret these responses.  It may be that more pupils have decided to do things other than ‘go to college’ and therefore it appears that there is more indecision.

Chart 2: Pupils’ aspirations towards attending college

(QA1=Questionnaire1, QA2=Questionnaire 2)
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· University

Pupils were asked if they were intending to go on to university, or whether they were considering this possibility.  In both surveys, relatively few pupils stated that they were anticipating going on to university (28.3% and 27.6%).  However, around half of the pupils said they might consider this possibility (54.1% and 46.4%). The importance of this finding should be acknowledged, as it indicates that a large number of pupils are still willing to consider the possibility of studying in higher education.  There is therefore great scope for a project such as Aiming High to influence decisions that have not yet been made.  Pupils' aspirations towards entering higher education are shown in Chart 3 below.

An analysis of parental occupations (as described by pupils - see Charts 5 and 6 below) found that the majority of parents were either in jobs that could be classified as low status (Classes V-VII, after Goldthorpe and Llewellyn 1980 - see Appendix 6), or unemployed.  It can therefore be assumed that these pupils are less likely to have encountered close family or friends with first-hand experience of higher education.  Indeed, during the group discussions it was apparent that many of the young people did not know anyone who was either presently at university, or who had attended university in the past.  Research has found that young people’s knowledge about higher education is positively correlated with previous experience of this in their family (Foskett & Hesketh, 1995, 1996).  Furthermore prior contact with someone who has been a student is thought to exert a considerable ‘push’ towards entry into higher education (Knowles, 1997).   Similarly, contacts with and aspirations towards higher education decline with the socio-economic classification of the family background.  This further supports the potential value of raising pupils aspirations towards higher education, and the need to overcome the cultural barriers, such as lack of familiarity, to higher education which a project like Aiming High can contribute to.

Chart 3: Pupils’ aspirations towards entering higher education

(QA1=Questionnaire 1, QA2=Questionnaire 2)
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· Summary of impact of Aiming High on educational aspirations

1. 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.

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

3. 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’.

4. 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.

5. 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.

Career Aspirations

In addition to examining educational aspirations, this evaluation research seeks to examine whether the project has had an effect on the career aspirations of pupils.  The research attempted to examine the impact of Aiming High on career aspirations in three ways.  Firstly, by simply asking pupils about their career aspirations at the beginning of Year 9, and towards the end of Year 9.  Secondly, career aspirations were examined by comparing pupils stated aspirations with the occupations of their parents.  Do pupils want or anticipate having higher status jobs than their parents?  Finally, pupils were asked how ‘difficult’ they thought it would be to secure their indicated career.  This was intended to gauge the extent to which the pupils can be said to view themselves as ‘aiming high’.  For example, although they may want to follow in the employment footsteps of their parents, this may still be perceived as ‘aiming high’ by pupils given the current constraints of the labour market.

· Future occupation

Pupils in both surveys were asked to indicate what type of career they would like to have in the future.  These stated occupations were then classified according to the Goldthorpe and Llewellyn 1980 social class schema (see Appendix 6).  The classified responses to this question are shown in Chart 4 below.

Chart 4: Socio-economic classification of pupils’ future career aspirations

(QA1=Questionnaire 1, QA2=Questionnaire 2)
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The results from Questionnaire One showed that almost half of the pupils aspired to occupations within Classes I and II (49.7%).  While a significant 30% of pupils aspired to occupations within Classes V to VII.  Importantly, the results from Questionnaire Two indicated an increase in the number of pupils aspiring to Class I and II careers, from 49.7% to 54.1%.  Simultaneously there was a decline in the percentage of pupils anticipating working in low status employment  (Classes V to VII) from 30.2% to 19.4%. From comparison of pre and post Aiming High surveys it would appear that occupational aspirations amongst Year 9 pupils have risen, although the questionnaires do not enable these improvements to be attributed to the Aiming High scheme.  Indeed career aspirations were explored more fully in the focus groups.

These survey results indicate that the career aspirations of pupils have risen during Year 9.  This however raises an issue regarding whether or not pupils have sufficient information to enable them to realise these aspirations.  It is desirable for pupils’ aspirations to be not only raised, but for them to be encouraged and assisted to achieve them, otherwise there is a danger that aspirations will be thwarted, and/or lowered.  Indeed, perhaps this is one of the factors contributing to low achievement in Staffordshire?   Serious consideration should be given to information provision and the role of careers advice and guidance in the county.  For example, the Aiming High project may like to consider how a more active role for the Careers Service, TEC and other partners can be achieved.  Members of the Steering Committee raised this as a matter of interest and concern in the research interviews.  In Questionnaire Two pupils were asked if they would like to speak to a Careers Advisor.  A staggering 82% of Year 9 pupils surveyed said yes, they would like to speak to an advisor, and only 14% said they did not want to do so.

· Pupils’ career aspirations compared with their parents occupation

Pupils were asked to state their parent's occupations, which were again classified according to the Goldthorpe and Llewellyn schema.  The resulting set of data allowed a comparison of parental occupations and pupils’ career aspirations, to give some indication of the gap between the two.  The comparisons of pupil careers aspirations and parental occupations are shown in Charts 5 and 6 below for Questionnaires One and Two. 

The majority of pupils’ career aspirations fell into Classes I and II. The majority of parental occupations described by pupils in both questionnaires fell within Classes V to VII, or parents were described as unemployed.  For many pupils, therefore 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.

· Pupils’ perceptions of the ‘degree of difficulty’ involved in achieving their career aspirations

The majority of pupils in both surveys thought that achieving the occupation of their choice would be relatively difficult, although a higher number of boys appeared to express this view.  The responses to this question are shown in Charts 7 and 8 below, for Questionnaires One and Two respectively.  It can therefore be concluded again, that at least in their own terms, pupils can be said to be ‘aiming high’ with regard to their career aspirations.  Of course, it is not possible to gauge how realistic, or otherwise, these perceptions are, but this does reinforce the need for careers information and guidance.

Chart 5: Socio-economic classification of pupil career aspirations compared with parental occupations (Questionnaire One)
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Chart 6: Socio-economic classification of pupil career aspirations compared with parental occupations (Questionnaire Two)
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Chart 7: Pupils’ perceptions of the ‘degree of difficulty’ to achieve their career aspirations – Questionnaire One
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Chart 8: Pupils’ perceptions of the ‘degree of difficulty’ to achieve their career aspirations – Questionnaire Two
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· Summary of the impact of Aiming High on career aspirations

1. There appears to have been an improvement in occupational aspirations amongst pupils during Year 9.

2. 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.

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

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

Willingness to relocate

Linked to the educational and career aspirations of the pupils is the issue of geographical mobility. The Stoke-on-Trent Community Partnership is committed to raising aspirations across the area, which they believe is traditionally very parochial and insular. Many children traditionally have in the past followed their parents into the local industries such as ceramics and mining, industries that are rapidly disappearing.  Between 1975 and 1995 three fifths of all industrial jobs in the City were lost.  For example, the ceramics industry used to employ 40% of the City’s industrial employees, during this same twenty-year period it has halved in size and is continuing to contract today (Stoke-on-Trent City Partnership, 1999).  Relocation for education, employment and to realise more general aspirations may be essential.  Questionnaires One and Two therefore asked pupils if they thought they would be likely to move away from the area after they left school.

It can be seen that the majority of pupils did not definitely anticipate relocating.  18.9% and 24.3% of respondents in Questionnaires One and Two respectively answered ‘yes’ they thought they would live in another place when they left school.  However, the majority did not rule out the possibility of living away from this geographical area.  In Questionnaire One 66.0% said ‘maybe’ and only 13.2% said ‘no’, while in Questionnaire Two, 61.3% said ‘maybe’ and 11% said ‘no’.  These research findings are illustrated in Chart 9 below.  It can therefore be seen that there is a slight increase in willingness to live in another place between the first and second survey, which may represent increased aspirations, or simply be a function of increasing maturity!  It would be instructive to compare the willingness of these pupils to relocate with pupils of the same age in another geographical area.  Again the researchers felt compelled to question the assumption that the area is insular and parochial.  Might not the findings signify a different, and more ambitious, set of views?

Chart 9: Willingness of pupils to move away from the area

(QA1=Questionnaire 1, QA2=Questionnaire 2)
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Decision-making

The above discussions regarding educational and career aspirations demonstrate that during Year 9 and the life of the Aiming High 1998-9 project pupils aspirations appeared to have been raised.  However, it has not been possible to attribute these changes to Aiming High.  There are many normal and extraordinary events influencing the lives of young people during this year.  For example, pupils are obviously growing older, so their opinions are developing and they are likely to be growing in self-confidence irrespective of the influence of external projects such as Aiming High.  Furthermore, there are other external factors seeking to influence young people – for example teachers and other projects.  Family, friends and the culture in which they live will all exert an influence on the decisions young people make.  In order to try to understand more fully the impact of the Aiming High project on the aspirations of participating Year 9 pupils the research examined their decision-making processes.

Earlier research has suggested that decision-making by young people is context-related: it cannot be separated from the culture, life history and family background of the individual (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997).  Decisions relate to the life history of the person making them, their interaction with significant others, such as their parents and siblings, and the culture in which they have lived and are living.

In order to assess the role of Aiming High in the decision-making process of Year 9 pupils, questions were included in the second survey relating to this, and decision-making was discussed in the focus groups.  In Questionnaire Two pupils were asked whether they felt the project had made them think about 'aiming high' in relation to their education, training for a employment and careers.  They were also asked if various other significant others, including parents, friends or teachers, or Aiming High had influenced any of the major decisions they made.  These issues were subsequently discussed in the focus groups.

Chart 10: Influence of Aiming High on decision-making about education
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 Chart 11: Influence of Aiming High on decision-making about training for work
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The majority of the pupils felt that the project had made them think about 'aiming high' in relation to their education (see Chart 10 above) and training for employment (see Chart 11 above), although in each case approximately 50% of pupils felt that this was only 'a little'.  Conversely over 50% of pupils felt that the project had made think about 'aiming high' a lot in relation to careers and actually getting a job (see Chart 12 below).  This does appear to offer some support of results discussed earlier, namely that the number of pupils wishing to continue their post-16 education either via college or university had fallen in the second survey, while career aspirations had risen.  Less than 10% of the pupils felt that taking part in the project had not made them think about 'aiming high' at all in relation to education, training and employment.

Chart 12: Influence of Aiming High on decision-making relating to careers
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· Parental influence on decision-making

The impact of Aiming High on pupils’ decision-making is always likely to be tempered by the other influences.  Over half of the pupils surveyed felt that the main influence on their decision making was their parents (see Chart 13 below).  This view was confirmed during the group discussions.  For example, one pupil said, ‘my dad would rather me go into FE than just get a job’.  Some pupils reported that their parents encouraged them towards education, citing themselves as negative role models: ‘They say, don’t do that, ‘cos I did that, and look where I’ve become’. Pupils also learnt from the negative experiences of family members, for example who were in ‘dead-end’ jobs: ‘I’ve got an older brother and sister …my brother didn’t do too well in school, messed about and I suppose that swayed me and I don’t want to be like that’.
Most pupils felt that their parents either advised them or gave them their opinion on what they would like them to do, the final decision being their own.  The majority of pupils appeared to value this input.  The role of parental influence in decision-making is significant, but sadly in some cases this is likely to have negative impacts, for example pupils made comments about their parents such as ‘My mum thinks I’ll do rubbish’ and ‘they don’t take us seriously’.

Chart 13: Parental influence on decision-making
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The involvement of parents in the Aiming High project was also discussed during the interviews with key players.  Parents were sent a leaflet about the Aiming High project, some parents may work in companies that were actively supporting Aiming High, and all parents were invited to the concert - although the researchers were told that some parents had had difficulty obtaining tickets, but this was not a problem the concert organisers had encountered.  One key player felt that it was a shame that more parents did not attend the final concert, and put this down partly to lack of space and partly that parents did not want to watch other people’s children perform.  It is however agreed that greater involvement of parent, and encouraging them to ‘aim high’, is likely to have longer-term impacts on pupils, beyond the life of the project.  It is therefore recommended that strategies to increase the involvement of parents be considered in any future project aiming to raise aspirations.

· Influence of teachers on decision-making

Approximately a quarter of pupils felt that teachers were an important influence on their decision making (see Chart 14 below).  This view was confirmed in focus groups; many pupils said that they felt able to discuss careers and subject choices with a teacher.  Careers advisors were also cited as a potential source of information to help them make decisions about careers, but where this was discussed all the pupils agreed that they did not receive careers information early enough. Some pupils said that sometimes the careers advisors tried to put them off certain types of employment: ‘sometimes you aim too high’. 

Chart 14: Influence of teachers on decision-making
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· Influence of friends and peers on decision-making

In the survey research pupils felt that teachers and friends were equally influential in their decision making, but this was not borne out in focus group discussions.  During these groups, pupils said they would discuss their plans with their friends but few felt that they had any real influence on their final decision-making, which was ultimately up to them.  For example, pupils agreed that they listened to their friends’ views because ‘they know what you’re like’, although some pupils said that their friends have ‘totally different tastes’.  Ultimately they felt it was important to make their decisions independently of their friends:

‘You’ve got to have your own mind… you’ve got to know what you want to do.  If you let your friends lead you away then basically it’s your own fault… They’re not the ones who’re going to live your life for you.’

· Conclusions regarding decision-making

Fewer than 10% of pupils felt that Aiming High had had a lot of influence on their decision-making, over half the pupils surveyed felt that the project had influenced them ‘a little’ and 30% said ‘not at all’ (see Chart 15 below).  Aiming High is having some impact on decision-making, but this is necessarily limited.  Parents are particularly influential, and the role of teachers is important.  This indicates the importance of incorporating both teachers, and particularly parents, into the concept of ‘aiming high’, reinforcing and building upon the initial message of the project.

In focus group discussions, many pupils felt that Aiming High had had little influence on their decision making.  The reason most frequently given for this was that they were not going to make a career in music and therefore did not think the project particularly relevant.  For example, the following quote is typical; ‘It’s influenced me to carry on with my flute’.  Despite this in general discussion, many of the pupils felt that the speaker sessions (particularly the session by Tanni Grey) had ‘... inspired you to not stop at what you want to stop at but to try and get bigger … because you can do it.’  For some pupils then a link does appear to have been made in relation to the need for perseverance, even if many of them were not immediately aware of this.  Other pupils were less encouraging about the value of the inspirational speakers in motivating them.  For example, this group discussion reveals that some pupils did not find the talk interesting.  Some pupils found it difficult to relate the context in which ‘aiming high’ was being talked about to their own lives, while others found it motivating at the time, but did not feel that it had a lasting impact.

The following discussion took place between a group of pupils (girls and boys) who had volunteered to attend an inspirational speaker session.  The researcher asked them what they got out of going to the talk:

I think it was aimed at motivating, but I don’t think it was put across in the right way, ‘cos maybe the people at the top don’t understand the level of 13 or 14 year olds, so they can’t really know what to give us.

They could have given us something more exciting or something.

We didn’t really take notice of it because it was boring.

The example of sport, I didn’t think was good really because I couldn’t really relate to it.

They maybe thought, oh, young people are into sport, but not everyone is in to sport.

Researcher: …did it give you confidence or anything?

Well no, ‘cos a week later I couldn’t remember anything, and if I’ve heard a good speech then I’d remember it for quite a while after, and I couldn’t remember anything.

Researcher: And it didn’t affect the way you feel about school or anything?

It did while I was there, when I was there I thought a lot about what they were saying, but that was because I was there.  You couldn’t help because it was silent and you’re taking in the one voice that’s going, but I didn’t think it was put across right.

All the pupils involved in the discussion agreed that the inspirational speaker had not left any lasting impressions.

The impact of Aiming High on pupils motivation and decision-making is complex, and at best it can be concluded that the whole programme of activities has some influence on the majority of pupils who participate (see Chart 15 below).  However, the type and level of participation are key factors, which are discussed below.

Chart 15: Influence of Aiming High on decision-making in general
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· Summary of impact of Aiming High on decision-making

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

2. 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 think about 'aiming high' a lot in relation to career aspirations.

3. 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.

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

5. 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.

6. 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.
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� Due to the late involvement of the research team in the evaluation, this initial survey was not carried out until early February 1999.  The survey was completed, however before the beginning of the speaker sessions and performance of the Aiming High concert.  Unfortunately some parts of this year’s programme (e.g. dance workshops) had already commenced.  However, a comparison of this year's data with next year's (which will be collected earlier) will help to indicate the significance of this delay.





� Although 'A' levels are mentioned specifically, we are aware that there are other post-16 qualification routes available to pupils (although research indicates that ‘A’ levels are still seen as the principal route into Higher Education – Knowles, 1997).  Questions relating to college attendance were intended to allow for this academic/vocational aspect.
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