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Executive summary 

This research study was undertaken by Chris Johnson, Principal, Athelstane Public School, New South Wales, Australia, to explore the principal’s role in fostering and developing social inclusion by examining participation programs, primarily Aimhigher, which have been in operation in the United Kingdom over the last eight years.

Athelstane Public School is currently involved with the University of Sydney in a partnership called Compass “Find your way into higher education”. The project aims to encourage primary and secondary school children from low socioeconomic backgrounds to participate in higher education (widening participation). 
The key goal of the project is to build attainment and aspiration. To do this, the Compass partners will develop a series of outreach, mentoring and professional development programs that aim to increase school completion rates, and to raise community expectations, student attainment and aspiration.
The researcher is currently the primary principal’s representative on the Compass Board and has a vested interest in the program’s success. The relationship garnered between Athelstane Public School and the university is very positive and proactive.  The researcher believes that it is crucial to the success of the project that leaders involved or approached to take part in the program, fully understand the context or purpose of widening participation programs and the need to target students in primary schools. 

The goals of aspiration and attainment are a little nebulous and it was hoped that by researching an overseas model which had been operating for some time, and with the same philosophical objective, the efficacy of such programs could be established. 

During the course of the research it became apparent that one of the most significant influences and predicators of student success was the quality and integrity of those in leadership roles in schools. Another predictor was the development of quality programs, which embed authentic learning into context, while at the same time promoting higher education aspirations within students.

Since this study was undertaken the political climate in the United Kingdom has changed and in November 2010 it was announced that in July 2011 the Higher Education Funding Council for England and Aimhigher funding will be abolished.
1. Overview of the research study

Miss Chris Johnson was awarded the Sydney Region Leadership Fellowship 2009–2010 by the then New South Wales Department of Education and Training, Deputy Director-General, Schools and the research was undertaken in late 2009. 
The aim of the research was to investigate and evaluate “Widening Participation Programs” which have been operating in the United Kingdom over the last six years, with a view to providing support to school/university social inclusion partnerships that are being developed in New South Wales as a result of the Review of Australian Higher Education (The Bradley Review), 2008. The study will also make recommendations for principals in schools about leadership and actions that can be taken to encourage greater social inclusiveness in their schools and to encourage students towards higher education.
The University of Sydney is partnering with New South Wales Department of Education and Communities and with selected secondary and primary schools in Sydney to develop a series of outreach, mentoring and professional development programs that aim to increase school completion rates and raise community expectations, student attainment and aspiration. Athelstane Public School is one of the foundation members of this partnership now entitled, Compass: Find your way higher education.
The Compass project is currently funded for the next three years for $3.4 million from the Federal Department of Education, $2 million from the University of Sydney and $100,000 from the Department of Education and Communities. The project is being overseen by the University’s Social Inclusion Unit. Project officers are coordinating the resources and personnel from the University are liaising regularly with the ‘hub’ schools. The University will evaluate the program on an ongoing basis against baseline data on student, parent and teacher aspiration and student attainment using the services of Erebus International. Erebus International’s directors, Dr Tim Wyatt and Dr B
The purpose of this research was to look at a principal’s role in ensuring that schools selected to be part of university based social inclusion programs are able to maximize the opportunities being presented and meet the expectations of attainment and aspiration. 
2.
Background information

As a result of the Review of Australian Higher Education, 2008 (The Bradley Review) there is an educational and economic imperative to set specific targets for the number of students attaining higher education qualifications in Australian universities. They have been set in agreement with the Council of Australian Governments.  

One of the proposed targets is that by 2020, 40 per cent of 25 to 34 year olds will have attained at least a bachelor-level qualification. This will pose logistical and resourcing issues for both schools and universities alike as current attainment levels are at 29 per cent. In addition, it is proposed that by 2020, 20 per cent of undergraduate enrolments in higher education should be students from low socio-economic backgrounds. (The current level at the University of Sydney is 9 per cent.)
To assist in the achievement of these goals, four per cent of all federal government funds for teaching will be directed to outreach and retention initiatives. All institutions in receipt of federal funding for teaching will be expected to establish initiatives to increase both, the enrolment of, and the success of, students from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Students from low socio-economic backgrounds are currently significantly under represented in Australian higher education. Barriers to tertiary study for low socio-economic communities include low levels of academic achievement and aspiration, and low secondary school completion rates. 
In addition, evidence strongly suggests a correlation between educational disadvantage and health outcomes. The key to social mobility is the education of students from disenfranchised communities.
One of the six key recommendations the board has made is the delivery of effective support to children at greatest risk of long-term disadvantage.  

In 1992, the United Kingdom developed the national Aimhigher program which has been designed to help ensure that learners who come from widening participation backgrounds (low socio-economic) have the opportunity to progress to the full range of higher education. To facilitate this, the scheme promotes the progression by learners from communities under-represented in higher education to the full range of higher education provision on offer. There are parallels to be drawn between the Aimhigher and Compass programs as both espouse the goals of attainment and aspiration.
Several questions are addressed in this proposal:
1. How to effectively deploy funds to raise aspiration and attainment both in the short and long term (and in particular by 2020)?
2. How do aspiration and attainment relate and what is the impact of focussing on one or the other?

3. How to gauge the efficacy of such programs? 
3.
Key research questions 

a. What evaluations of success have been noted in the Aimhigher Partnership’s to date? And can they be translated into the Australian context?

b. What other programs of a similar nature have been tried and what are the lessons that can be gained from them?

c. How can leaders in the partner schools maximise the support offered by the University?

d. What tracking processes have been put in place to monitor the effectiveness of the program over time?
4.
Research methodology

The major portion of the research centred on visits to schools, universities and Local Authorities in England to: 

· interview headteachers (principals), teachers and representatives of institutions to elicit information about social inclusion and widening partnership programs
· observe activities within schools identified as having effective practices
· examine documentation produced by the Higher Education Funding Council for England and Aimhigher authorities.

See Appendix 1 for a detailed list of the people interviewed and institutions visited. 

5. Findings 

5.1 
Aimhigher
In the United Kingdom, the Higher Education Funding Council for England is responsible for widening access and improving participation in higher education. Its main objective is to provide and promote the opportunity for successful participation in higher education to everyone who could benefit from it. This is seen to be both an economic imperative and a social justice obligation. In the United Kingdom, the term “widening participation” is used to indicate a proactive strategy to lessen the gap for groups previously under represented at higher education facilities.
The Higher Education Funding Council for England’s strategic plan states:
“We work with higher education institutions and other organizations to raise aspirations and educational attainment among people from under-represented communities to prepare them for higher education.”
The Council was established on 6 May 1992. Its main role was to administer public funds to support education and research in higher education institutions and other organisations. In 2008–09 it distributed £7.5 billion ($15 Billion Australian dollars) in public funds. Most of this went to 130 universities and higher education colleges in England. Of the £7.5 billion in public funds distributed during the 2008–09 financial year, the vast majority was provided as recurrent funding for teaching and research with other monies being used to support widening participation and fair access. Money was allocated as a block grant which institutions could then decide how to distribute internally to support their individual priorities. 
Aimhigher, the Government’s program for widening participation in higher education, receives direct funding from the Higher Education Funding Council for England which it then devolves to local authorities in Britain. The amount each authority receives is based on information obtained from a number of social deprivation indexes such as local area postcode; pick-up-rates for free school lunches and instruments such as the Fischer Family Trust.
Funds are allocated to schools and institutions based on the number of students in each targeted cohort. There are a number of indexes and school performance profiles used to target students. Money and interventions are targeted at those who are unlikely to progress without the intervention.

As part of the research undertaken I looked at programs developed or financially supported by Aimhigher in both Manchester and Liverpool. These two areas were chosen was because of the proportion of low socio-economic students in their communities 

The Aimhigher model in Greater Manchester is to provide funds to colleges and universities to primarily work with targeted cohorts of students.

The Aimhigher approach is to;

· focus on progression to higher education

· target those whose aspirations are low

· include cross sector/institutional partnerships

· develop innovative activities within a learner progression framework.
They feel that the role of schools is to:

· select and track the target cohort

· work with individuals on personalised progression programs

· engage pupils in activities and reinforce the messages from these

· develop staff awareness and school policy

· support the partnership to develop.
The AimHigher model for work with schools is based on people, and the quality of those who deliver the programs. They include Aimhigher personnel who are:

· school coordinators, 

· mentors’ in schools

· district and area coordinators

· Borough coordinators
· graduate mentors or officers.
Surveys of teaching staff and students indicate that the most effective AimHigher intervention strategies are university visits, schools being involved in curriculum based projects and schools having access to a supportive mentor.  Attending a residential summer school and visiting a road show were secondary in importance.

Research of school perceptions has shown in the early stages that involvement in AimHigher projects has changed:
· how teachers view which pupils have the potential to progress to higher education (75 per cent)
· the way teachers speak to pupils about higher education (64 per cent)

· the curriculum that is delivered (24 per cent)

· the way in which teaching is delivered (20 per cent).
Observations
From the intensive week long observation in Manchester and other Aimhigher connections throughout the research within other jurisdictions, the following observations were made:
· the effective management of personnel and resources is maximised according to the quality of the executive leadership 

· a clear vision and validation of any partnership program needs to be embedded in school plans and visibly endorsed by the school principal
· the effectiveness of the programs and school university partnerships is primarily based on the professionalism and integrity of the individual practitioners

· university partners need to understand the benefits of the partnerships over and above compliance factors 

· a clear statement of purpose needs to be made and understood by all those involved: everyone from students through to field practitioners to parents understood the objective and context of, aspiration and attainment

· a multifaceted approach is needed if the target audience is going to be reached the purpose of the programs should continue to be a focus within schools even if financial support is removed.
And most importantly: 
· poor levels of attainment remain the key barrier to students’ progression to higher education, despite the number of initiatives being undertaken.
5.2 
Higher Futures 4U – Manchester 
Higher Futures 4U started in 2003 when the Centre for Urban Education developed a primary project aimed at raising the aspirations of children in Greater Manchester. In its first year Higher Futures 4U worked with 12 schools. Since then the project has grown, and by 2009 Higher Futures 4U has been delivered in over 180 classes. 
The target groups are students in Years 4, 5 and 6 as the program is based on research which shows that children form attitudes towards what they “can and cannot do” while at primary school. (Croll, Reading University, 2005) 

An intrinsic part of the program is the involvement of parents who attend teaching sessions and a gradation at the end of the program. This aspect has been influenced by a recommendation from National Council for Educational Excellence, which states, “Parents’ attitudes, aspirations and values are crucial influences on children’s early development, school performance and wider well-being. …it is parental engagement with their child’s educational development that has the greatest effect on their child’s progress.”
Observations
· Research from Croll indicates that students have made up their minds about post school destinations by age 11.
· Programs looking to raise the aspiration and attainment of students are most effective when parents are involved.
· Students need to understand that academic attainment at primary school is fundamental to levels of attainment in the future.
· Students need to understand that there is a continuum of skills and higher order thinking strategies which have value.
5.3 
‘Patterns for Learning’ Project – Little London Community Primary School
Little London Community Primary School is situated in one the lowest socio-economically disadvantaged areas of Leeds. Jill Woods, the principal, embarked on a project with Leeds Metropolitan University and Professor Lori Beckett to transform professional conversations between all those people involved in the education of the students and to increase teachers’ pedagogical knowledge. The project aimed to support the school in a comprehensive review of curriculum and organisational learning. Distinctive features of the project were: 
· an emphasis on learning from each other through investigation of practice 
· support in situ for the critique and development of practice and changing the curriculum partnership between primary and secondary schools and higher education institutions
· piloting new models of professional learning with teachers and support staff with an emphasis on the leadership of professional learning in schools

· research based evaluation of the impact and effectiveness of the venture. 

As a result of the program, the Ofsted review in 2007 reported that: 
“The Headteacher has had an immense impact. She has restored staff morale, raised pupils' and parents' aspirations and rekindled everyone's eagerness to succeed in a well ordered, fully supportive environment.” 
Observations
· The quality, vision and leadership of the principal and others in leadership positions have had a crucial impact on the capacity for change and the ability of the program to develop the aspirations of students.
· Changes to attainment come about through teacher professional learning and a knowledge and understanding of educational pedagogy.
5.4 
Promoting pharmacy in primary schools 
David Allison, a Senior Lecturer in Pharmaceutical Microbiology at the School of Pharmacy and Pharmaceutical Sciences, University of Manchester has developed the Promoting Pharmacy in Primary Schools program. Based at Newall Green Primary School, the program offers a series of intensive and extended activities for primary pupils to develop quality relationships between university staff and students and school pupils. Interactive and fun activities are developed while introducing pharmacy as a viable career option.
The project involves school visits, a campus visit and two, ninety-minute, follow-up sessions that are run at the school by student ambassadors, examining aspects of the school curriculum but with a pharmacy slant. In the final session pupils were asked to reflect upon what they had learnt during the program. 
There is a session for parents to talk about the project and other key stakeholders are involved in the process of thinking about higher education and what it can offer as well as future progression routes. 

Observations
· The vision of leadership has a major impact on the quality of the programs.
· The relationship between the school and the university partners is pivotal in developing quality programs.
· The effective use of elements of the Higher Futures 4U project is essential to the development of authentic learning. 
· Data collection to validate the success of programs is vital.
· Parent participation is a key component to the success of the program.
5.5 
University of Liverpool Conning – Professor Fluffy project
The Aimhigher Primary Project works with Year 5 pupils in primary schools throughout Greater Merseyside to raise awareness and introduce the concept of higher education. The project is based at the University of Liverpool and is delivered in partnership with Edge Hill University, Liverpool Hope University and Liverpool’s John Moore University. To date 1,500 primary school children and their parents have been involved in the program to widen students’ participation.
The program is delivered in schools and pupils take part in a range of activities to raise their aspirations and make them more aware of higher education. The program includes the use of Professor Fluffy, a bright purple, soccer ball shaped, hairy, mortar board wearing creature that is used to familiarize students with the concepts and vocabulary of higher education.
Observations
· There is a need to support students as they unpack the language related to higher education.
· It is important to provide students with a mental image of what university life may be like.
5.6 
St George’s University London 
St George’s University London has been recognised both nationally and internationally for the excellence of the innovative widening participation programs that it has been conducting since 2002. It has a multifaceted approach to program delivery; including residential summer schools, road shows and after school clubs.
Each summer the University hosts a number of residential and non-residential summer schools for students primarily in the Wandsworth area who have an interest in health and related fields. These courses cover the full range of healthcare professions offered at the medical school. Students attend lectures, tutorials and demonstrations, and take part in laboratory work, role play scenarios and clinical skills training. St George’s Student Ambassadors work closely to mentor students in schools who show an interest in attending university. 
Observations
· Targeted training needs to be given to mentors.
· Mentors who come from comparable low socio-economic backgrounds are the most powerful advocates and have the greatest influence on students. 

· Primary school students need to be exposed to a variety of university and higher education experiences if their aspirations are to be raised.
5.7 
Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations roundtable

On 7 December 2009, I attended a “roundtable” hosted by the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DWEER). The purpose of the meeting was to look at school and university partnerships and how they would be developed and evaluated for effectiveness. The group at the roundtable was wide and varied and came from a divergent range of educational institutions.
The Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations states in, Transforming Australia’s Higher Education System:
“The Bradley Review affirmed that the reach, quality and performance of this nation’s higher education system are central to Australia’s economic and social progress… Australia needs an outstanding, internationally competitive higher education system with increased participation and higher attainment levels. “
At the roundtable a research document was presented which had collated and analysed research on interventions as a means of improving higher education outcomes for low socio-economic status students. As part of its finding a matrix for designing and evaluating early interventions was presented.  
Among a number of findings, the research identified ten characteristics, four strategies and an equity orientation comprising three perspectives associated with effective widening participation programs.
These elements were then developed into the, Design and Evaluation Matrix for Outreach which enables a programs composition and likely effectiveness to be discussed and evaluated. 
The matrix helped me to analyse the research from overseas and placed my summations into context.

6. Implications for leadership

Over the next four years the Australian Federal Government will be supporting the higher education and research sectors at a cost of an additional $5.4 billion over the next four years. This includes funding of $1.5 billion for teaching and learning and $0.7 billion for university research.

In particular, it has an agenda to look at issues related to students who are exposed to social disadvantage and to access to higher education. Funding is being allocated to universities for partnership programs and schools and universities will need to work together if proposed enrolment targets are to be met. The issues facing principals and those in leadership roles in schools is how to maximise the opportunities being presented to ensure that all students who aspire to higher education are able to attain that goal. 

Despite a large number of programs which focus on student aspiration the major barrier to students achieving their goals, continues to be poor levels of attainment. Whilst there are proactive equity programs which look to support students from low socio-economic status communities, there remains the perception amongst students from low socio-economic status communities, that they will only be able to achieve low levels of performance. Studies in fact show that students from low socio-economic status communities who enter university on marginalised academic scores, once enrolled, are able to perform to a level comparable to their peers. 
School leaders, in addition to working on programs which foster aspiration, need to work to support students by raising their academic achievement so that they have the skills and knowledge to perform once they enter a higher education facility. 
A reoccurring theme of my contact with advocates in the field was the passion and belief in the purpose and social justice imperative to provide programs to support disadvantage. All school leaders need to articulate the same message and have aspiration and attainment as their mantra for all students. Issues related to disadvantage should not be seen as an excuse but as a challenge. 

School leaders need to take parents with them on the journey as their perceptions and acceptance of a pathway into higher education is pivotal to their child achieving success.
The saying, “It takes a village to raise a child” needs to lead discussions as it is the connectedness and layering of ideas and opportunities related to aspiration and attainment which makes the difference.
7. Recommendations
That the New South Wales Department of Education and Communities:

· develop a policy statement about the nature and purpose of university partnerships

· develop support documentation (research, case studies and Design and Evaluation Matrix for Outreach) which provides schools with the rationale behind school/university partnerships 
· develop a transparent selection process to identify schools that would benefit from such partnerships
· ensure partnership programs target students in both primary and secondary schools 

· ensure programs look to develop teacher capacity to raise student attainment

· develop an interactive Web-based program to provide information to students and parents about post-school options

· ensure school plans have a clear statement of purpose about raising student aspirations and attainments in relation to higher education
· ensure the language used to highlight partnership programs promotes an affirmative action stance as opposed to a deficit model
· promote programs with parents to strengthen their impact in successfully promoting higher education as a viable pathway for students.
That principals and other school leaders ensure that they:
· clearly articulate the vision of aspiration and attainment to their staff and that they do not consider the low socio-economic status of students’ backgrounds to be an impediment to attainment

· articulate a clear vision to staff, students and parents about the benefits of school and university partnerships
· actively engage parents in activities to promote higher education and allay parents fears regarding the financial cost of university by explaining to them the long term advantages
· use the Design and Evaluation Matrix for Outreach as a means of determining the viability of programs because it is flexible and able to respond to situation specific randomness (for example remote area contexts).
NOTE:  Since this research was undertaken the political climate in the United Kingdom has changed and in July 2011 Higher Education Funding Council for England and Aimhigher funding was abolished.
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