AIMING HIGH

Evaluation Report 1998-1999


PROGRAMME ORGANISATION

This section of the evaluation report analyses how elements of the project organisation assisted or impinged on the effective delivery of the programme and the benefits derived by pupils.

Programme of Activities

Pupils and teachers made some criticisms of the choice of activities, as a means of achieving project aims.  Many pupils, both performers and non-performers, felt that the project only appealed to those interested in dance or music.   These children were described as more 'academic' than their peers, and were interested in and motivated by their schoolwork.  In some focus groups, non-performers labeled these pupils as ‘keeno’s’ and ‘swots’.  In another school pupils who volunteered to take part in Aiming High were said to be those who achieved the highest grades for their schoolwork.  Pupils and teachers felt that academically successful pupils should not be the focus of a project such as Aiming High, because they were already motivated and were likely to stay on at school – they were already ‘dead good’.  Similarly, in one school it was felt that only high achievers participate in the project and that it was ‘… only for swots’ and by extension, non-performers felt that they lacked the ability and skills to take part, thus were further being labeled as ‘non-achievers’.

· Music

Teachers, pupils involved in the concert and non-performers all felt that a certain level of musical ability was required to participate in the Aiming High concert.  Some non-performers said they would have liked to volunteer, but could not because they did not play a musical instrument.  Most of the musicians who participated in the concert were chosen by the school because of their musical ability, most having attended music lessons for a number of years.  Learning to play a musical instrument, and practicing regularly demonstrates a relatively high level of commitment and motivation in the pupils themselves, and is likely to indicate good levels of parental support and encouragement.  Pupils during focus group discussions confirmed this: they felt the encouragement to take music lessons came from parents initially. 

Although Aiming High Steering Committee members stated that schools do not have to put forward their most able pupils, is this feasible in relation to activities involving music at this level, especially in a climate of competition amongst schools?  Schools therefore can argue that they have to select on the basis of ability.

Many teachers felt that the musicians taking part represent the top end of the ability range within Year 9.  For example, in one school the majority of the musicians were in the ‘A’ band of that year.  Some of the performers felt that they were not really the ones who should be benefiting most from the project.  For example, performers said ‘it’s the other ones’ and ‘the people who play music tend to be the cleverer ones’.

Non-participating schools also cited the focus of activities on music as one of the reasons for their decision to opt out of the project.  All of these schools felt that relatively few pupils gained the most benefit and this key group i.e. the performers, were already high achievers within their schools.  Although more pupils could attend the speaker sessions, the effectiveness and long term impact of these sessions was questioned.

The perception that pupils who play instruments were already high achievers was further demonstrated during focus group discussions related to future plans.   Pupils were asked what they wanted to do after their final year in school.  Many of the pupils involved as musicians were already considering going onto university, and saw it as the next step in their education.  For example, in one focus group, one girl had previous experience of music, having taken lessons for a number of years; she was also the only one in the group who said she was going to go on to university.

· Movement / Dance

Both male and female pupils felt that dance did not appeal to boys.  The organisers were keen to label this activity as ‘movement’, but it was widely referred to as ‘dance’ by pupils and teachers.  Comments such as: ‘boys see it as a girl thing’ and ‘ the lads think, well I’ll play an instrument, but dance… yuck’ were common.  More girls participated in the concert, especially in the dance, and this was noticed and commented on by both male and female pupils.  One female pupil said  ‘… because in the hall there was only one boy and loads of girls.  I thought that wasn’t fair on him’.  The Aiming High concert programme recorded that girls accounted for 68% of all participants and boys 32%.  When asked why they thought boys had not volunteered to take part in the dance one pupil replied ‘because they would probably think it was girlie’.  Another pupil said: ‘I suppose if a few lads would do it then… other lads would, but no lads will do it’.  Boys who had taken part in the dance sequences felt that they had been subjected to ridicule.  Both boys and girls felt that ‘…boys were too bothered about their pride’ to want to join in.  Similarly boys weren’t interested in taking part in the dance because ‘it’s too poncy’ ‘cos it’s ballet … they’d have to dress up in tights’ and ‘the boys think too much about what everyone else will think of them.’  This view appears to have been reinforced by some schools.  For example, although two-hour movement workshops were held in schools involving both male and female pupils, in one school the dance workshop was incorporated into a girls’ PE lesson, thereby excluding boys.  Although the organisers state that teachers were initially enthusiastic towards ‘dance’ at planning sessions, some teachers interviewed subsequently, felt that boys were unlikely to volunteer to take part in dance sessions because of typical stereotypes attached to dancers.

· Gender

Data collected during the evaluation process strongly suggests that the project has reduced appeal for boys in comparison to girls. Over two-thirds of the performers in the Aiming High concert this year were girls.  Research indicates that secondary school boys are under peer group pressure to affirm their masculinity (Pattman et al, 1998, Nayak and Kehily, 1996).  Boys are, therefore anxious to avoid association with anything that can be perceived as effeminate.  Both focus groups and questionnaire data have confirmed that many of the boys surveyed were reluctant to participate in activities relating to dance.  Boys who did take part have said that they were subjected to ridicule by other members of their year.

Information collected from both pupils and teachers suggested that the higher the level of involvement in the project, such as performing in the concert, the greater the benefits derived by the pupils.

It is well established that boys have a higher rate of permanent exclusion within the North Staffordshire area.  National figures per 1000 pupils are in general 3.4 and for boys 5.4.  In Stoke-on-Trent, this figure is in general 7.5 and for boys 13.3.  Recent Department for Education and Employment figures for Key Stage 3 indicate that girls are achieving higher results than boys are.  

By linking the programme to dance-related activities, or any other activities regarded as effeminate by secondary school age boys, the programme is likely to alienate a large section of it’s potential target group from the outset.  Should the programme try to attract or even target pupils who are at the greatest risk of underachieving?

· Numbers of pupils involved

One of the issues raised by teachers, and by pupils in group discussions, was the relatively small number of pupils involved in the final concert.  All of the teachers consulted expressed concern about the small numbers of children involved in the performance.  Although they all felt these children benefited a great deal from taking part, they only represented a very small percentage of Year 9 pupils, and often not the pupils who teachers (and the pupils themselves) felt particularly needed encouragement.  In the focus groups, pupils were categorised as performers - who took part in the final concert, and non-performers, who did not perform and had either limited or no participation in the other Aiming High activities.  Both performers and non-performers thought that an insufficient number of children were given the opportunity to participate in some of the Aiming High activities.

‘You could either be a dancer or play an instrument and that doesn’t include everybody.’

It was asserted by members of the Steering Committee that all Year 9 pupils in North Staffordshire could and should participate in the Aiming High programme.  This opportunity was offered through attending the inspirational speaker sessions and through participation in the movement workshops.  Listening to the inspirational speakers is primarily a passive role; during the group discussions pupils said that they preferred to be involved in activities, doing something rather than just sitting and listening to the inspirational speakers.  This therefore suggests that the school-based workshop model is an appropriate way of involving more pupils in Aiming High activities.  This was hampered to some extent by schools only offering the dance workshops to girls, or to selected groups of pupils.  Furthermore, some pupils said that they did not want to participate in dance.

In Questionnaire Two, in response to an open question regarding how the project could be improved, half of the pupils surveyed wrote, unprompted, that they would like to see a wider range of activities offered.  Whilst some pupils just said they would like something ‘more interesting’, others also added that they would like to see more activities in which they could all participate, and activities that would appeal more to boys as well as girls.  Focus group discussions confirmed this view: male and female pupils said they would like to see more activities such as sport, football workshops or different types of music on offer.  Both focus groups and survey respondents suggested singing as an activity that more pupils would want to participate in and that required no prior experience or skill.  As one pupil said ‘Somewhere we could be involved without having to have a special skill’.  A similar point was raised by some teachers who expressed concern that the programme continued to work with a symphony orchestra without providing an alternative style of music that other children would be interested in.  However, Bill Connor from the BBC Philharmonic who runs the music workshops with pupils and composes and co-ordinates the final concert performance is not inflexible regarding musical style.  He has been described by the BBC as ‘a musician who began his career writing and performing within popular and commercial settings.  He has since written for many formal and informal mediums and continues to be inspired to explore the endless creative musical possibilities available to him’.  In addition, the organisers point out that a local Rock and Pop School has repeatedly offered to work with schools involved in the project, but this opportunity has not been taken up by schools.

Some pupils felt ‘left out’, and labeled as ‘low achievers’ or ‘no good’.  Exclusion caused some ill feeling between performers and non-performers.  Furthermore, performers expressed disappointment that few of their classmates had been able to see the concert performance; something they felt would have helped to overcome their feeling of exclusion.  Many non-performers also said that they would have liked to have seen the concert and that this would have made them feel more included in the scheme.  It is obviously important that a scheme such as Aiming High does not reinforce social exclusion and low self-esteem.

· Selection Process

‘It’s not fair if they’re going to keep picking out the best’

Although some schools asked pupils to volunteer to take part in Aiming High activities, other schools selected pupils either for their musical ability or because they would not let the school down in public.  Many of the pupils who did not take part in the programme felt that their ‘non-selection’ was a reflection of their academic ability and ‘status’ within the school.  For example, some pupils felt strongly that only 'the inner circle' were selected, and instead they should all have a more equal opportunity to participate, rather than the ‘best and the best again’.  It was felt that not only were the participating pupils already confident because they were perceived as more talented and academically able, but by taking part in Aiming High they received a further boost to their self-esteem.  Many of the pupils appeared to feel that non-selection was a reflection of their lack of skill and ability, and that only children with higher grades were chosen to take part.  In the focus groups pupils said that they believed schools selected participants on the basis of those who would not let the school down, because there was an element of rivalry between some schools, but that this persuaded teachers to choose the more academically and musically able pupils.

· Ownership and input by pupils

Input into the programme varied between the school cluster groups, and the associated professionals.  Pupils in some groups felt that they had been allowed to input a lot of their own ideas into the composition of both music and dance sequences, and this appeared to equate to the amount of enjoyment they had derived from their involvement.  Pupils in one focus group felt that their ideas had been disregarded or changed continually.  For example, pupils said:

‘I thought it was meant to be about us, about kids aiming high, but they kept pushing you out of the way as if you weren’t important.’

‘They said that Aiming High was all about us and that we’d have quite a lot to do with it but really we didn’t have that much … we were just told what we had to do.’  

Survey results also showed that many pupils felt they did not have enough say in what was included within the project, particularly in relation to choice of activities.

· Pupil-professional relationships

‘It’s like you’re being taken notice of and you’re a child.  It’s saying you can do this … and you’re given the chance to.’

The majority of pupils involved in the concert performance felt that they had gained a great deal personally from their participation.  All of the performers had enjoyed working both with the professionals, and pupils and staff from other schools.

An important determining factor in the quality of the pupil/professional relationships is that of the latter’s interpersonal skills e.g. have they had previous experience in working closely with young people?  What past experiences do they draw on here and are these applicable?  Is any guidance or training provided?  The ability of the professionals is very important in that they need to work effectively with young people and motivate them.  The fact that professionals are from, in this case the BBC Philharmonic and Birmingham Royal Ballet does not automatically endow them with the skills to communicate effectively with the project’s participants and intended beneficiaries.  This was evident during focus groups in as much as performers clearly had different relationships with the professionals working with their cluster group.  In some instances, relationships had proved very rewarding and pupils said that they preferred working with non-teachers and volunteers.  Other groups felt that they had had little communication with the professionals working with them.

· Focus on Year 9 pupils

Some teachers expressed concern that Year 9 was not the most appropriate cohort to target with a programme such as Aiming High.  Some schools that did not take part in Aiming High gave this as a reason for non-participation in the scheme.  Year 9 pupils are heavily involved in Key Stage 3 and 4, and it was felt by these schools that the Aiming High programme would disrupt the core curriculum, without delivering sufficient benefits to outweigh this.  According to key stakeholders, targeting pupils in the early years of secondary school had been suggested following a brainstorming session around the initial formation of the project.  The Director of Education suggested focusing on Year 9, which he described as an ‘education black hole’.  Certainly, the project should not be delivered any later.  Research shows that over 60% of undergraduates have firmly decided before the age of 16 that they will seek to enter higher education (Roberts & Higgins, 1992). The average age of decision making was found to be 15.2 years.

On several occasions, the suggestion was made to the research team that the project may be more effective and practically viable if it was delivered to Year 8 pupils.

Teachers involved in Aiming High activities felt that pupils did not respond fully to the professional musicians in some of the workshops.  Although it was acknowledged that a more adult approach was required from pupils to participate in such workshops, (which they felt most Year 9 pupils had), it was also felt that they were more reserved and self-conscious.  Year 8 pupils, it was suggested, were less self-aware and possibly would respond more to the professionals during the workshops.

· Degree of involvement

Although activities are offered equally to all schools, some schools are only partially involved.  Many of the schools did not attend speaker sessions, although this only became apparent during focus groups with non-performers who were relatively unaware of the Aiming High project and its aims.  Teachers gave varied reasons for non-attendance at the inspirational speaker sessions.  For example, pupils were not sufficiently mature to sit for over an hour and listen to the speaker.  The school did not have a problem with aspirations, so it was felt that the time lost balanced against any possible gain for the pupils was not beneficial overall.  There were too many pupils in Year 9, so it was fairer for them all to miss the speaker sessions rather than select pupils to attend.

Some schools have selected parts of the project which they feel will be most useful to them.  Similarly, certain schools chose their ‘star’ pupils to take part in the concert only.  The project organisers believed that they were offering schools in North Staffordshire unique opportunities for their pupils, which schools would be unable to fund and organise themselves.  Each school however decided independently how they would utilise the Aiming High scheme.  There were very good examples of how schools worked with the Aiming High concept and theme, and strived to integrate the notion of ‘aiming high’ and the annual theme (this year creation) across the school to all teachers and pupils, throughout the curriculum.  In extreme cases, Aiming High was used as a vehicle for a few pupils who were talented in music or dance to work with professionals in these fields. Although the project does represent a unique opportunity, in many cases this is only for a selected few and arguably those who are less needy.
· Working with other schools

In preparation for the concert, schools were organised into cluster groups of three or four participating schools, some of which included those for children with special needs.  Working together had worried many of the pupils involved initially, but afterwards they felt they had more confidence and would volunteer to take part in similar endeavours in the future should the opportunity arise. Many of the pupils in the focus groups felt that working with children with special needs had been particularly rewarding for them.

‘It seemed to be awkward because you didn’t really know what to do but then after one meeting, two meetings you began to get used to them and talk to them communicate more…’ 

‘…it opens your mind …you think, well, they can do things like this as well.’

The reverse is also true, in that staff from the special schools feel the children have benefited enormously from working with the mainstream schools, and participating in the concert has contributed to raising their profile within the area.

Most pupils and teachers felt that taking part Aiming High had encouraged young people to interact with schools they had previously regarded as ‘rivals’, however, some teachers said that pupils kept within their own school groups and struggled to mix with other pupils.

· Summary of key points relating to the programme of activities

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

2. 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.

3. Musicians were often already ‘high achievers’.

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

5. 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.

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

7. 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.

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

9. It was suggested that Year 9 might not be the most appropriate year group to benefit from the Aiming High programme; Year 8 was suggested.

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

11. 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

A significant proportion of teachers felt that the organisers’ were unaware of their position with regard to resources, time and other constraints.  For example teachers cited a lack of notice for alterations to arrangements, the difficulty of arranging cover for classes (especially those involving GCSE courses) and issues involved in gaining parental permission to take pupils out of school. Some teachers felt that this is a problem they have repeatedly raised with the project organisers, one that has not been fully resolved.  Non-participating schools cited lack of communication between the organisers and schools as one of the reasons why they had withdrawn from the project.  Organisers, however, detail numerous ways in which they have tried to overcome communication problems, e.g. sending out multiple copies of memo’s to music or dance teachers and co-ordinators in each school – rather than just sending a copy to one representative.  Indeed, one teacher said that the administration of Aiming High was ‘immaculate’.  Other co-ordinators confirm that they do not feel communication is the major issue, but do feel that there are some practical difficulties as noted above.

· Adverse effect on core curriculum studies

Many teachers were extremely concerned about the amount of time the project took up both in relation to extra work involved for themselves, and the time they were away from their normal teaching duties.  This was particularly problematic for music teachers.  When non-music teachers cover classes, pupils miss out on practical work that is replaced with written work, which the teachers feel is not as valuable in this type of subject.  Many of the activities are scheduled at the same time and day each week, therefore children repeatedly miss either the same class or the same teacher, and consequently this represents a large part of their course. For GCSE courses this is particularly important.  This is something most teachers feel strongly about; one music teacher said ‘350 are missing out for the sake of 5’.

Furthermore, this also alienated other teachers who objected to pupils repeatedly missing their lesson.  One pupil said the other teachers got ‘dead angry’.  For many teachers, missing lessons and the relatively small numbers of children benefiting from Aiming High were major concerns.  Teaching staff also claimed that parents had occasionally questioned the relevance of the project for their children’s education, and had asked if it may be serving as a distraction to core curriculum activities.  In at least one school, this factor played a part in determining the decision to reduce future participation in Aiming High.

· Requirements beyond the call of duty

In addition to concerns regarding educational matters, staff lamented the fact that they had been obliged to contribute to the project outside of school hours.  One teacher commented: the whole exercise became ‘an imposition rather than a joy’.

Teachers expressed concerns regarding the safety and legal issues involved in transporting children in their own cars rather than by coach (some of the dancers were asked to travel to Birmingham for a number of practice sessions with Birmingham Royal Ballet).  This serious issue was thought to be a deterrent to parents helping with the transportation of children, as many parents were unwilling to take this responsibility and risk.  

· Different priorities and perspectives

What would appear to be the main problem is that of priorities and perspective.  Teachers felt that the organisers were unaware of their position or the problems they face.  For example, one teacher involved in the concert said that ‘The value for the kids is tremendous but I think the commitment of staff is unrealistic’.  On the other hand, the organisers felt that the teachers were unaware of the difficulties they face in terms of organising a large project and co-ordinating activities between so many schools.  Key players also complained that in some schools Aiming High was not supported and followed through in the way they had envisaged to maximise the benefits of the project, for example, themes were not taken up across the curriculum.  Finally, pupils felt that little consideration was given to what they would have liked to have done or seen, although as they rightly point out the project is meant to be for them.  This perhaps relates to the lack of clarity regarding the objectives of the programme, and suggests that greater discussion is needed 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.

· Good practice

Some examples of ‘good practice’ were suggested to the research team, which might help to overcome some of the difficulties identified above. These suggestions for good practice will be explored further in subsequent research.
i). Appoint a co-ordinator who is not involved in music or dance to spread the workload more evenly by distributing organisational tasks.

ii). Concentrate Aiming High into one week.  This reduces the amount of time lost by both teachers and pupils.  This was thought to be particularly beneficial to music teachers, who suggested that specialised support staff could then be brought into school for that week to cover their own absence. It was also suggested children would remain more focused on the project during this week.  Pupils suggested that they would enjoy the project more if the activities were focused in one week.

iii). Some pupils and teachers felt that it had been difficult to mix with pupils from other schools (although many cited the benefits of this).  It was suggested that this problem could be overcome by more preparatory work and group exercises prior to working in cluster groups.

NON-PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS

From the outset, the researchers were informed that certain schools were not fully participating in all the activities. In particular, schools within the Staffordshire Moorlands area had chosen not to participate at all, while other schools chose only to utilise some of the activities offered by Aiming High.

Many of the issues raised by non-participating schools for their withdrawal or non-participation in the Aiming High programme have been discussed in context throughout this evaluation report.  For example, some areas of concern have also been highlighted as problematic by co-ordinators in participating schools.  This brief section therefore presents points raised by non-participating schools that have not been addressed elsewhere.

It is suggested that the Aiming High project is more attractive to schools that do not specifically perceive themselves as ‘high academic achievers’.  Or rather, those schools that do perceive themselves in this way feel: (a) that they do not need to raise aspirations and achievement; and (b) 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.  This evaluation research has not, however, investigated the validity of this claim, but merely serves to flag up this issue.  It is however fair to say that an analysis of GCSE examination results in North Staffordshire reveals that many of the schools that either did not participate at all or only partially were those with better results.

The issue of participation and ownership was raised by non-participating schools, some of whom said they would become involved in the future if they were given more input into choice of speaker and selection of activities.  They would also like to see the project integrated into existing schemes within their own schools.  For example, one school has an Enrichment Programme, but cannot integrate Aiming High into this without more prior notice of events and input into planning.

Some schools felt that the Aiming High programme was ‘high profile’ and therefore expensive.  They stated that they would prefer this level of funding to be available to schools directly, to enable an aspiration-raising programme to become embedded in the work of the school, identifying and targeting those pupils most in need.

Some of the Moorland schools also 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, who state that from the outset the programme was intended for the North Staffordshire area and all schools have been given equal opportunity to participate.

CONCLUSIONS

This evaluation report represents a major research investigation into the aspirations of young people in North Staffordshire in general, and into the work of the Aiming High project in tackling these issues in particular.  Credit should be given to the Aiming High Steering Committee for commissioning this research, as it unmasks many complexities and challenges that they, and others like them, will have to face to overcome underachievement and to promote economic and social regeneration in Staffordshire.

The base-line data collected in Questionnaire One offers great hope – Year 9 pupils in this area seem to have open minds with regard to post-16 educational opportunities, and they have reasonably high career aspirations measured in their own terms, compared to their parental occupations and by socio-economic classification.  The key challenge for everyone concerned about young people’s aspirations and achievements is to ensure that pupils are encouraged and facilitated to fulfil or exceed their goals.

Ensuring that young people achieve their full potential is a daunting challenge in many ways.  This research shows that parents exert considerable influence on the decisions pupils make.  It is therefore necessary to raise the aspirations not only of young people themselves of but of their parents too.  Teachers and the school environment also play an important role in helping pupils to decide about their futures.  It is for this reason that projects such as Aiming High must fully engage teachers and raise their aspirations with respect to their pupils.

Aiming High offers many children a range of unique opportunities.  There are however thorny issues to be addressed regarding how to maximise the benefits gained.  In particular, in the light of limited resources and opportunities, which pupils should be prioritised?  This research has found that many children currently gaining the most from the project are those who are also academic achievers.  Furthermore, some of the activities offered are more attractive to girls than boys, but boys are far more likely to underachieve and be excluded from school.  The intention to benefit all Year 9 pupils is admirable, but is it realistic?

The general goals of the Aiming High project seemed to be agreed, but the objectives to achieve these aims need to be clarified.  The process of re-visiting the aims and objectives of the project would provide an opportunity to address the issues of how to involve parents and teachers as well as pupils, to consider how to maximise the impact of limited resources, and give all stakeholders the chance to participate in determining the future direction of this programme.
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