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FOREWORD

The North Forum for Widening Participation in Higher Education is one of four Regional Forums for Wider Access in Scotland, which are funded by the Scottish Funding Councils for Further and Higher Education. It was set up in late 1999.

The Forum is a partnership of all of the Colleges and Higher Education Institutions in the North of Scotland (i.e. the local authority areas of Aberdeen City, Aberdeenshire, Moray, Highland, Eliean Siar, Shetland and Orkney) and other organisations that are interested and involved in lifelong learning, including local authorities. A full membership list is set out at the back of this report.

The Forum’s mission statement is:

“To work in partnership to increase the number of people from under-represented groups in the North of Scotland who progress on to higher education and to work together to reduce barriers to progression between education sectors.”

The overarching aim of the Forum is to develop a strategy to increase the number of people in the North of Scotland from under-represented groups who participate in higher education (i.e. advanced courses and above) and to implement this strategy through a defined work programme. This work programme is made up of projects that are either commissioned by the Executive Group or are the result of bids from partner institutions or organisations.

The Forum recognises that a key element of its work must be the encouragement of school pupils to progress to further and/or higher education. One of the first projects that it was involved in was the University for Children and Communities (UCC), which aimed to increase the progression rates into further and higher education from key schools in the North East of Scotland. The Forum took the decision to develop the good practice from the UCC and other related projects nationally and to widen the nature and breadth of its work with schools to include the whole of the Forum area. The Forum, therefore, started a new project on the 1st January 2006 called ASPIRENorth.

ASPIRENorth is the largest project that the Forum has undertaken. The Forum is committed to the project’s aim of increasing the aspirations of school pupils to continue with their education and of raising awareness of the educational opportunities that exist to allow them to pursue this ambition. All of the Forum partners believe that this project will make a real, positive difference to the choices that pupils are able to make about their lives.

ASPIRENorth’s Business Plan was endorsed by the Executive Group on 2nd May 2006. It sets out clearly the aims of the project. It lists the schools that it will be working with and gives the reason behind their selection. It also provides practical information about the kind of work that will be undertaken with schools and the team of staff who have been employed to undertake this work. It is the foundation for the development of this important project and I commend it to you.

Mr Rob Wallen, Chair, North Forum

August 2006
© The Scottish Funding Councils for Further and Higher Education 2006. The North Forum for Widening Participation in Higher Education has produced this material on behalf of the Scottish Funding Councils for Further and Higher Education. The use, reproduction or adaptation of this material is permitted for non-commercial use only.

This report can be read at or downloaded from www.scotland-northforum.ac.uk and from the ASPIRENorth web site at  http://www.scotland-aspirenorth.ac.uk/.
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1.
STRATEGIC AIMS  

ASPIRENorth is the schools outreach project of the North Forum.  It was established on 1st January 2006 as a major widening participation project to help address issues of low progression to higher education in the north of Scotland.  ASPIRENorth’s remit is to engage with young people from P7 to S4 in order to raise their early awareness of the value of post-school education, provide impartial and relevant information and advice and deliver a programme of activities which motivate, encourage aspiration and build self-confidence.  The overarching objective of the project is to facilitate young people in making more positive and better-informed decisions about their post-school educational choices. 

The following 8 key strategic aims have been developed to closely reflect the findings of the Scottish Funding Council’s ‘Learning for All’
 report published in September 2005:

AIM 1:

 “In the long term it is better to get the “first chance” right rather than rely on remedial policies”

ASPIRENorth will focus its work on young people from P7 to S4 in schools with low progression rates to higher education during this crucial ‘first chance’ phase, to raise awareness, aspirations and expectations of higher education

AIM 2:

“We will expect best practices to become common across the whole of Scotland.  We will work to involve schools in this more fully”

ASPIRENorth will develop a programme of activity which acknowledges and reflects best widening participation practice across Scotland, and builds relationships with schools and other Widening Participation Forums in order to facilitate this

AIM 3:

“The influences of family, community and peers are often very important in forming aspirations.  Since people’s aspirations and expectations regarding lifelong learning are often formed when they are relatively young, the influence of schooling (and school subject teachers in particular) can be especially important.”

ASPIRENorth will engage positively with the chief influencers of young people, i.e. parents, school staff and any directly relevant community groups within the context of the geography of the target schools

AIM 4: 

“Lifelong learning enhances learners’ life opportunities by improving their skills, knowledge and confidence.”

ASPIRENorth will work to promote positive attitudes to learning and improve the skills, knowledge and confidence of the young people it works with

AIM 5:

We need to broaden the Forum’s mission to include all post-compulsory education”

ASPIRENorth will raise aspirations and awareness of non-advanced as well as advanced post-school provision and will highlight and promote the links in between.

AIM 6:

“Support, develop and put on a long-term footing regional multi-agency co-operative activities to raise aspirations and co-ordinate activities”

ASPIRENorth will work to build strong relationships with all partners and in developing activities will also be mindful of the need both to enhance what already exists and look towards longer-term embedding and sustainability.

AIM 7:

“We did not expect to have achieved ideal levels of participation across the whole population in the relatively short time it has been a high priority.  Neither did we expect it to be easy to link the many actions we and others have taken with particular impacts: someone’s decision to participate may have been affected by many different actions or by none”

ASPIRENorth will monitor progression to higher education within its target schools, take cognisance of any sector-wide targets to be set, and engage with regional partners as appropriate to contribute to the achievement of these

AIM 8:

“Continue to develop both quantitative and qualitative evidence on the patterns of participation and achievement, causes and effects and evaluation of programmes”

ASPIRENorth will monitor and evaluate the project’s programmes and activities to provide meaningful evidence of their quality and effectiveness in relation to the stated strategic aims of the project.

2.
BACKGROUND TO THE PROJECT

The North Forum for Widening Participation in Higher Education was set up in 1999 to involve HE and FE institutions and other relevant organisations in the north-east of Scotland (i.e. the local authority areas of Aberdeen City and Aberdeenshire).  The geographical area covered by the Forum was extended in 2000 to include the local authority areas of Eilian Siar, Highland, Moray, Orkney and Shetland.

In late 1999 the Scottish Higher Education Funding Council (SHEFC) invited bids for projects to widen access to higher education.  The North Forum partners agreed to submit a joint bid for a major project – the University for Children and Communities (UCC).   The bid was successful and in 2000 funding of £124k per annum for four years was secured from SHEFC, the funding later being extended to the end of December 2005.   The UCC worked with the schools in Aberdeen City and Aberdeenshire with the lowest progression rates to higher education, but also with a broader range of community groups in relation to lifelong learning opportunities.

Following both an internal and an external evaluation of the UCC’s work in late 2005, the North Forum took the decision to bring the UCC project to an end.  The decision was taken to build on the good local practice already established with schools, and to restructure the existing UCC model to create a new, more clearly focused and defined schools-outreach project which would meet the needs of low-participation schools across the whole of the North Forum area.  

The new project was called ASPIRENorth.  A new Director was appointed at strategic level on 1st January 2006 and plans were put in place to recruit two teams of operational staff in both  Aberdeen and Inverness office bases.  The aim is to re-launch ASPIRENorth as the major widening participation project for the north of Scotland, and to grow awareness of the brand through the new name, new logo, new website, new staffing and the development and delivery of a new and effective programme of activity.   The goal is for ASPIRENorth to eventually be perceived as the equivalent ‘gold standard’ schools outreach project for the north of Scotland as the GOALS programme is often perceived in the west, or LEAPS in the Lothians.

3.
WORKING IN PARTNERSHIP

As a project of the North Forum, ASPIRENorth will work with and on behalf of all partners, acknowledging existing partners’ or other external programmes and activities where appropriate, and dovetailing with them where possible.  The project will, however, always attempt to provide guidance and information which is objective, student-centred and of equal benefit to all of the designated school communities it is working with.  For this reason ASPIRENorth has established a policy whereby the project will aim to provide a coherent and equitable programme of activity in its own right, capable of being delivered across all of its target schools.   It will not, therefore, provide additional support, either in staff time or resources, for individual widening participation activities already being undertaken by others.   

One of the project’s key strategic aims, however, is to build stronger relationships with all partners and the target schools in order to encourage co-operative and complementary work and add overall value to the regional widening participation effort.

Current partners in the North Forum are:

Aberdeen City Council

Aberdeen College

Aberdeenshire Council

Banff & Buchan College

Careers Scotland – Highlands and Islands Enterprise

Careers Scotland – Grampian Enterprise

The Highland Council

Highland Theological College

Inverness College

LEAD Scotland

Lews Castle College

Lochaber College

Moray College

North Atlantic Fisheries College

Orkney College

Sabhal Mor Ostaig

Scottish Agricultural College

Scottish Funding Council

Shetland College

The North Highland College

The Open University in Scotland

The Robert Gordon University

University of Aberdeen

UHI Millennium Institute

WEA

4.
TARGET SCHOOLS

Following research of good practice across Scotland within similar established projects, and discussion with colleagues in other Regional Forums where schools outreach projects are currently under development, a model for establishing criteria for school eligibility to participate in the ASPIRENorth programme was developed and submitted to the North Forum Executive on 1st February 2006.  This was approved and the rationale for the proposed model is provided below:

· In early 2006 the North Forum newly completed a data collection project which analysed progression rates to Higher Education for all high schools in the Forum’s area over the last six years.  This has enabled the identification of schools which consistently fall beneath the national average and also fall into the lowest quintile overall for progression to HE within this period.
· On the sole criterion of progression rates to HE, 31 schools were identified which fall below the national average.  It was felt that with the given resources for the project a further filter beyond this may be required to establish eligibility for project activity.
· If the additional criterion that a school must fall at least once within the lowest overall quintile for progression over six years is added, the number of potential target schools falls to 26 – eight of these in Aberdeen/shire, four in Moray and fourteen in the Highlands & Islands.
· In the original strategy paper produced by the North Forum for ASPIRENorth it was agreed that the key age-group to be targeted would be from P7 transition to S4.   Again bearing in mind the existing resources available for the project it was therefore felt that a further filter may need to be applied which provided different levels of programme eligibility for the 26 schools, related to their actual percentage progression to HE.   Three separate priority groups were therefore established.   These were:

· Priority 1 (less than 15% progression)

· Priority 2 (16-20% progression)

· Priority 3 (21-28% progression)

· Three separate levels of programme activity were proposed to broadly match these priority bands, but account was also taken within this of the additional rurality issues of many of the schools that fell into Priority 3 above, and the proposed programme rebalanced accordingly

The final proposal approved by the North Forum Executive is summarised as follows.  It was also agreed that this or any other ‘eligibility’ proposal adopted by ASPIRENorth should be reviewed annually in the light of the project’s operational experience, and amended or developed further as necessary.  

Proposal for targeting activity

The NE office of ASPIRENorth will aim to develop:

·  a full programme of activity across S1-S4 with:

· Torry Academy (Priority 1)

· Northfield Academy (Priority 1)

· Kincorth Academy (Priority 1)

This would include building up a positive intervention programme with P7 from feeder primaries to these 3 schools (selecting key feeders to start with)

· a full programme of activity across S1-S4 with:

· Dyce Academy (Priority 2)

· St. Machar Academy (Priority 2)

· Elgin HS (Priority 2)

· Lossiemouth HS (Priority 2)

This would NOT include working with feeder primaries

· a  more limited programme of activity with SELECTED PUPILS ONLY (i.e. who fulfil agreed WP criteria) in consultation with:

· Fraserburgh Academy (Priority 3)

· Peterhead Academy (Priority 3)

· Banff Academy (Priority 3)

· Buckie CHS (Priority 3)

· Keith GS (Priority 3)

The H&I office of ASPIRENorth will aim to develop:

· a full programme of activity across S1-S4 with:

· Inverness High School (Priority 1)

· Alness Academy (Priority 2)

· Kirkwall GS (Priority 2)

This would include building up a positive intervention programme with P7 from feeder primaries to these 3 schools (selecting key feeders to start with)

· a full programme of activity across S1-S4 with:

· Invergordon Academy (Priority 3)

· Lochaber HS (Priority 3)

· Thurso HS (Priority 3)

· Nairn Academy (Priority 3)

· Kinlochleven HS (Priority 3)

· Charleston Academy (Priority 3)

· Grantown GS (Priority 3)

· Culloden Academy (Priority 3)

· Ullapool HS (Priority 3)

· Wick HS (Priority 3)

· Brae HS (Priority 3)
This would NOT include working with feeder primaries

In summary, therefore, this model has been adopted on the following basis:

· the progression data analysis carried out 

· the North Forum’s existing strategic position 

· the recognition that ASPIRENorth has a fixed budget to be used as effectively as possible over two different geographical areas with potentially differing needs

· the recognition that there are rurality issues involved and the knock-on effect this may have both on the target students involved and the capacity of each office to develop relevant programme content and delivery.

5.
MANAGEMENT

The following management and advisory structure has been established.

The North Forum Executive
The Director of ASPIRENorth reports directly to the Executive of the North Forum and is also a member of the Executive.

The ASPIRENorth team

The team will consist of the Director, two Regional Co-ordinators, two Development Workers and two members of secretarial/clerical staff.  Two regional offices will be established to address the needs of both the north-east of Scotland (including Moray) and the Highlands and Islands.  For reasons of logistical effectiveness and economy the office bases will be in Aberdeen and Inverness.   The roles of project staff are summarised as follows:

· Director

The Director will provide overall strategic management and leadership of the project and work across both office bases with both teams of staff, provide direct line management of the two Regional Co-ordinators, be responsible for budgetary allocation and reporting to the North Forum Executive, network and liaise with partner and relevant non-partner organisations at strategic level, negotiate positive further development of partnership work, review strategy as required, oversee the development of effective strategic objectives and monitoring and evaluation processes, work with the North Forum Executive to agree priorities and future project developments; promote, develop and raise the profile of the ASPIRENorth brand together with the associated work of the North Forum, prepare an Annual Report and provide additional interim or specific reports to the North Forum Executive as required, represent the project on external groups and committees as necessary.

· Regional Co-ordinator 

The two Regional Co-ordinators report directly to the Director and will take responsibility for the day to day management of their respective area offices, liaise directly and build relationships with schools and Forum partners in their area in order to plan and deliver the different elements of the programme,  establish and Chair a regional Advisory Group to ensure good two-way communication with relevant stakeholders, set local operational targets and performance indicators in collaboration with the Director and each other, manage local budgets and financial recording, line manage Development Worker and secretarial/clerical office staff, develop, review and deliver the ongoing programme of activities as necessary including production of all necessary materials, working together and in collaboration with the Director develop the project website, project workpacks and marketing and promotional materials as appropriate for both programme delivery and general public relations purposes, seek opportunities for positive promotion of the project’s work and work with the Director to develop an effective PR strategy; ensure local office processes work smoothly across and between both area offices and in accordance with the requirements of the host institutions and fund-holding institution, develop appropriate evaluation processes for project work and report on same, work with the Development Worker to establish tracking procedures for participating students and also databases for student volunteers, and in particular build key relationships with target groups of school students, school staff, university and college staff, Careers Advisors etc., maintain and update personal knowledge of best widening participation practice nationally, deputise for the Director and represent ASPIRENorth as required.
· Development Worker 
Support the work of the Regional Co-ordinator as required and in particular, deliver the programme of activity through close liaison with target schools and partner institutions, contribute to the ongoing planning and development of relevant activity piloting where required, develop project materials and activities, establish an effective procedure for recruiting and training student volunteers involved in ASPIRENorth’s programme of activities, and establish databases as appropriate for recording purposes, work directly with partner institutions to create a culture of student volunteering and a network to support this, contribute to developing efficient processes in relation to  tracking the progress of programme participants, performance measure setting, monitoring and evaluation and reporting on the regional office’s activities as required, contribute to the setting up of efficient office administration processes both electronically and paper based, promote the interests of ASPIRENorth and the North Forum as appropriate and contribute to the development of the project website and all other marketing or public relations materials as required, represent the project and deputise for the Regional Co-ordinator or Director as required, undertake any other alternative duties as directed by the Director or Regional Co-ordinator.

· Administrative Secretary 
Provide administrative and secretarial support for core ASPIRENorth personnel in regional offices and also Director as required, provide welcoming and knowledgeable first point of contact at area offices, manage all office admin processes including processing invoices and keeping accurate and up to date financial records, managing databases, ordering stationery and office supplies as directed, servicing Advisory Groups, contributing to the production of professional programme and marketing materials, preparing reports as directed, keeping effective general records for office management purposes, helping with organisation and delivery of ASPIRENorth events or meetings as required, working with host or fund-holding institutions to ensure practical office procedures run smoothly and in accordance with external requirements, any other duties as directed by the Director or Regional Co-ordinator.

Advisory Groups

In collaboration with the Director the Regional Co-ordinators will take responsibility for establishing and developing two local Advisory Groups consisting of interested stakeholders or third parties who are in a position to provide local advice and information to the project and provide views and feedback on ASPIRENorth plans and activity.   It is envisaged that invitations to join the Advisory Groups will be extended to partner institutions, target schools, teachers, Careers specialists, representatives of complementary widening participation projects and Council representatives, but  it is the intention of the project to welcome any interested party who wishes to engage positively with the project’s activities.  It is proposed that Advisory Groups will meet 3 times yearly in the first instance with the most effective structure for meetings being developed through initial consultation and review.   As the name suggests, the Advisory Group will exist to inform, advise and comment on ASPIRENorth’s work in relation to local contexts and will provide a forum for the interchange of ideas and information, but the Group will have no responsibility or remit to either steer or manage the ASPIRENorth project.

6.
PROGRAMME OF ACTIVITY

The actual content of the core programme of activity will be developed during 2006 but the following principles will apply:

· The 26 target schools will be prioritised as outlined above in section 4 ‘Target Schools’

· 6 senior schools in total will be offered a rolling programme of activity involving at least one project intervention a year across P7 transition through to S4, i.e. a minimum of 5 activities delivered directly to pupils attending that school.   The P7 transition activity will involve feeder primaries.  As there are 39 feeder primaries associated with these six schools the project will seek to build up the level of P7 activity to reach this target over time.  It is envisaged that in the two years remaining to ASPIRENorth under current funding it is unlikely engagement with all 39 feeder primaries will be fully established, but project staff will seek to work towards this eventual target.

· 15 senior schools in total will be offered a rolling programme of activity involving at least one project intervention a year from S1 to S4, i.e. a minimum of 4 activities delivered directly to pupils attending each school.   Issues of rurality and accessibility to opportunities have been taken into account in including 11 Highland and Islands schools within this proposed level of programme, albeit their actual progression rates to higher education would have placed them at a lower priority for intervention in the basic model adopted.

· 5 senior schools in total will be invited to consult with the project and identify pupils who they feel fulfil widening participation criteria and would benefit from involvement in the project.   One intervention activity a year will be offered to these groups within these schools from S1 to S4 i.e. a minimum of 4 activities delivered directly to selected pupils.

· Over and above the minimum interventions noted above the project will aim to enhance this programme by providing at least one parents evening/event each for the 26 schools.

· Project staff will also undertake at least one planning meeting per school per year and will also allocate time within their workloads for one ‘floating’ intervention per  school in addition to those noted above, providing an opportunity to respond in a more tailored way to local needs once relationships have been built up and more information shared.

It is envisaged that the first two school years of the project delivery (i.e. up to the end of the current funding in July 2008) will be spent gradually building up to this full programme of offered activity, with the first six to nine months of the delivery stage of the project (i.e. August 2006 to April 2007) spending considerably more time on piloting activity as it is developed, involving schools in focus groups and feedback activities, etc.  This is required in order to lay down firm foundations for the gradual roll out of a range of quality activities geared to encourage further buy-in from the target schools and other stakeholders.   It should also be noted that even when the project programme is up to full strength with all relevant activities offered to schools it is unlikely that there will be 100% uptake of events against entitlement if statistics from similar existing projects are taken into account.  Once the project achieves its targets in terms of having developed the full programme and made it available in principle to schools (i.e. July 2008), new targets will therefore be set based on increasing uptake by schools over the next period of potential funding.

However, bearing all the above comments and provisos in mind, the following tables illustrate how it is envisaged the ASPIRENorth programme will look once it is fully developed.  This level of delivery is therefore included in the current business plan as the target the project is working towards at this point in time.   It should be noted that this level of intervention and workload allocation is very much in line with the target levels of activity for projects such as LEAPS and also current plans for the South East Scotland Wider Access Regional Forums new schools outreach programme.

Table 1:  Target level of activity to be offered by July 2008

	 Programme
	No. of senior schools
	No. of primary schools
	No. of interventions each
	TOTAL No. of interventions

	Priority 1 – S1-S4 incl P7 transition
	6
	
	5
	30

	Priority 1 – feeder primary activity
	
	39
	1
	39

	Priority 2 – 

S1-S4
	15
	
	4
	60

	Priority 3 – 

S1-S4 selected pupils
	5
	
	4
	20

	Parents evening/event
	26
	
	1
	26

	‘Floating’ intervention
	26
	
	1
	26

	TOTAL INTERVENTIONS


	
	
	
	201


Both the Regional Co-ordinator and Development Worker will be active in delivery of the programme, but in order to allow time for the Regional Co-ordinator’s additional management responsibility the following is an estimation of how the intervention delivery workload might be split between the four team members active in delivery.   Over and above this it is envisaged that both the Director and the two administrative staff members could be called upon to provide additional support for specific larger-scale intervention activities which may benefit from this, such as parents evenings or  one-off conferences.

The actual content of the programme will be built up using existing good practice and through consultation with schools, other project deliverers and partners but will encompass a variety of clearly focused interactive activities both in school and on campus (colleges and universities) using student volunteers as role-models and facilitators wherever possible, and activities and their accompanying materials and mode of delivery will be developed with long-term sustainability in mind at all times.

All activities will have the need for evaluation taken into account during their development and once they reach delivery stage regular evaluation of each component of the programme will be carried out by the most appropriate method possible.

Table 2:
Proposed model for intervention activity workload split

	Operational staff
	No. of events delivered

	Regional Co-ordinator (NE)
	40

	Regional Co-ordinator (H&I)
	40

	Development Worker (NE)
	60

	Development Worker

(H&I)
	61

	TOTAL
	201

	It should be noted that in terms of time commitment an ‘intervention’ could be anything from a half-hour talk to a residential weekend, and the above model is included simply to give a picture of the overall level of activity the project plans to engage in.




7.
MARKETING

Over and above the programme of direct schools activity the project will continually explore a variety of ways to develop public relations activity and raise the profile of the project’s work.  The intention will be to reinforce awareness of the ASPIRENorth brand both within the target schools and within the education sector generally.   The overarching strategic aim will be to create maximum familiarity with ASPIRENorth’s supportive role in widening participation in higher education, linked with a perception of quality, aspiration and value.  The means by which the project will work to achieve this may include:

· poster campaigns in schools

· development and promotion of an effective website aimed at clear target groups, incorporating useful links to and from other relevant websites

· leaflets and display materials which are clear, informative and targeted appropriately as necessary

· development of a unified and recognisable corporate image and style  for all project materials, reports etc

· proactive engagement with local and national media

· proactive ongoing networking with partners, schools, education authorities, Widening Participation Forums, SWARF, Scottish Executive etc.

· build up of network of student volunteers

· proactive involvement with national conferences and events where ASPIRENorth can highlight its project aims and share its achievements 

· staff involvement in relevant external advisory groups as appropriate

· active promotion of staff development opportunities to ensure all team members are fully supported in carrying out their roles knowledgably and professionally and can create the right impact at a personal level

· the provision of a professional and prompt ‘first response’ to all external enquiries 

· ongoing development of IT to support both target groups and student volunteers

· accessibility and professionalism of staff at all times

8.
MONITORING, EVALUATION AND TRACKING

The need to monitor, evaluate and track the work of the project will be taken into account in setting up all activities and procedures, and the project will be fully accountable to the North Forum Executive for all of its operational activity.

Within the context of widening participation the terms ‘monitor, evaluate and track’ are terms which are frequently used, but also lend themselves to a range of different interpretations.  In order to incorporate appropriate and relevant monitoring, evaluation and tracking mechanisms within ASPIRENorth, discussions with other Forums and relevant projects have taken place to explore good practice elsewhere.   This research has informed the approach the project is currently taking and this section of the Business Plan will provide a clear explanation of exactly how ASPIRENorth intends to demonstrate value and effectiveness within its work, and why it has chosen the method it is adopting.

BACKGROUND TO MONITORING AND EVALUATION IN RELATION TO WIDENING PARTICIPATION PROJECTS

While the project fully recognises the need for clear evidence of its effectiveness this clearly cannot be judged purely in terms of whether there is a discernible increase in progression rates to HE within its target schools.   This argument holds for a number of reasons, e.g. ASPIRENorth is only one of a wide range of contributory influences on the target group, it can only input positively into a pre-existing system which is ultimately out of the project’s control, widening participation is a long-term goal and cannot easily be measured in the short-term, there is currently no way of establishing how many children eventually progress to HE via an FE route, or via other routes  after they have left school.   Whilst it is undoubtedly therefore the purpose of the project to support the national initiative to increase progression to HE, the work of ASPIRENorth itself cannot and should not be judged simply in terms of desired changes in progression rates.  

In a similar vein, it is therefore also meaningless for the project to set itself specific targets which are linked to increasing progression to HE in a particular school by a specific percentage in a defined number of years.  

It is reassuring therefore that wider recognition of this fact has now been demonstrated by the Scottish Funding Council and is reflected in ‘Learning for All’ as already cited in Section 1:

“We did not expect to have achieved ideal levels of participation across the whole population in the relatively short time it has been a high priority.  Neither did we expect it to be easy to link the many actions we and others have taken with particular impacts: someone’s decision to participate may have been affected by many different actions or by none”

We can conclude, therefore, that ASPIRENorth is one contributory piece in a national jigsaw of activity, all of which exists in order to try and improve progression to HE.  Contributors range across schools, education authorities, Higher Education Institutions, Further Education Colleges, the Scottish Funding Council and the Scottish Executive itself.  Projects such as ASPIRENorth continue to be supported by all of these stakeholders because research and experience to date strongly suggests that they provide critical building blocks in our long-term joint efforts to create a firmer framework of increased and measurable overall progression.  Any monitoring and evaluation of a single project must therefore be carried out within an understanding of this broader context, and to be meaningful, must basically measure and reflect on the project’s own key aims, activity and performance as follows:

· Quantity (i.e. did the project actually do the number of things it said it would which were intended to encourage wider participation?)

· Quality (i.e. to what extent did all elements of the programme meet with the approval of stakeholders?)

· Impact (i.e. did the project effect the changes stated in its aims, or make the impact it set out to achieve in the first place?)

· Value for money (i.e. was the project cost effective in doing all the above?)

THE STRATEGY TO BE ADOPTED BY ASPIRENorth

The project will monitor, evaluate and track as follows:

Monitoring:

ASPIRENorth will:

· Keep systematic records and collect relevant information related to:

· Who it interacts with (e.g. schools, pupils, volunteers)

· How many people it interacts with

· Levels and types of interaction

· Financial expenditure against activities

· Review procedures and targets identified in the business plan, as required

· Keep a watching brief on:

· National and regional statistics on progression to HE

· National and regional statistics on progression to FE

· Other relevant widening participation programmes

· Adapt and review its programme in the light of the above

Evaluation:
ASPIRENorth will evaluate the different aspects of its programme as appropriate and through this draw overall conclusions with regard to its performance against all elements of the 8 key Strategic Aims of the project noted in Section 1, i.e.

Has it:

· Focused its work on P7-S4

· Raised awareness

· Raised aspirations

· Raised expectations of higher education

Has it:

· Developed a programme which reflects best widening participation practice

· Built relationships with schools

· Built relationships with Forums

Has it:

· Engaged with key influencers in the way of:

· Parents

· School staff

· Relevant community groups

Has it:

· Promoted positive attitudes towards learning

· Improved skills

· Improved knowledge

· Improved confidence

Has it:

· Raised awareness of non-advanced post-school education as well as advanced

· Promoted the links between FE and HE

Has it:

· Built strong relationships with all partners

· Developed activities which enhance existing provision

· Been mindful of longer-term sustainability in relation to what it has produced

Has it:

· Monitored progression to HE within its target schools

· Taken cognisance of any sector-wide targets

· Engaged with regional partners to contribute to achieving these

Evaluation tools:

In order to provide evidence to support the above ASPIRENorth will;

· build into each activity or process relevant tools to enable the project to gain the most meaningful picture of the activity’s effectiveness, e.g.  databases providing simple statistical information, informal feedback at pilot stage of activities, pre and post questionnaires comparing before and after perceptions, perceived levels of quality, perceived levels of enjoyment, perceived levels of usefulness,  increase in knowledge and skills etc., focus groups, de-briefings, measures of changed attitudes or beliefs, measures of ‘distance travelled’ 

· develop ways in which all stakeholders can be encouraged to evaluate ASPIRENorth’s broader impact and effectiveness, e.g. partners, teachers, student volunteers – through for example Advisory Groups, dissemination and feedback events, evidence of changed cultures in schools, level of use of website, teachers’ evaluation of events

· encourage external evaluation wherever possible by seeking opportunities to submit the project for the scrutiny of others who are in a position to assess, e.g. submission for any relevant awards, presentations at conferences

· once full programme is developed, work towards evaluation of individual activities against actual cost of delivery to provide meaningful comparisons and inform future planning

Presentation of findings:

ASPIRENorth will produce:

· detailed evaluations of each activity when it is first delivered, and at regular intervals thereafter on a rolling programme of evaluation

· an Annual Report which summarises the key findings of the evaluations.  This will relate the activities carried out and the statistics compiled to the key strategic aims of the project and also the targets for levels of activity identified in this business plan.

Tracking:

ASPIRENorth will:

· Set up databases as necessary to capture information on programme participants and provide information on individual students’ cumulative involvement in the project wherever possible

· Work with Careers Scotland and schools to explore ways in which tracking could be extended to provide longer-term data on participants’ progression

· Use external statistics to track changing progression rates within the target schools and use these to inform future planning

9. BUDGET

The budget allocated to ASPIRENorth is £300k per annum.   As the first stage of the project will run from 1st January 2006 to 31st July 2008 (i.e. two and a half years) the following adjustments have been taken into account:

· The UCC project absorbed approximately £55k of the £300k budget for 2005/6.   As the UCC was winding down at this time this was a significant underspend on what had been projected.

· The first six months of ASPIRENorth (i.e. 1st January to 31st July 2006) will be one of reflection, evaluation and new development rather than delivery within schools.  It will also be the period during which the full staffing complement is recruited and trained.   Projected spending during this period of setting up the new project is therefore around £95k

· Taken together the above two points result in expected total expenditure of around £150k in 2005/6 – leaving a carry forward of c£150k for the period 2006-2008.

· This position has been discussed with the Scottish Funding Council who understand the reasons for the underspend and have agreed to re-allocate the carry-forward in two traunches of £90k in 2006/07 and £60k in 2007/08

The following summary submitted to the Scottish Funding Council illustrates both the revised budget for ASPIRENorth 2005/06 and the re-allocation of the carry-forward for the next two years.

It is worth noting that the bulk of the core budget (c70%) will be spent on core staffing costs.  This is very much in line with similar projects such as LEAPS where, for example, staffing costs are estimated as likely to vary between 72% and 74% of budget over a similar projected period.   It is envisaged therefore that the two traunches of carry-forward funding will be used to provide enhancements to the core programme outlined in this Business Plan and it is the intention of ASPIRENorth to actively explore how this money can be used most effectively as the basic programme begins to develop.
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	The budget for 2005/06 for the UCC and ASPIRENorth is £300,000. This budget has been reviewed because (a) the UCC project 
	

	focussed on ensuring that its activities with schools were sustainable and on the internal evaluation process in the months preceding 

	its cessation on 31st December 2006 and (b) the ASPIRENorth project will not spend the full funds available because the initial phase

	of the project will concentrate on the appointment of staff, setting up the office base for the Highlands and Islands and on agreeing 

	formally with the Executive Group the aim, objectives and target audience for the project.
	
	
	
	

	The Director of ASPIRENorth and the Administrator of the North Forum have reviewed the available budget with this in mind and
	

	have drawn up an amended budget. It is proposed that the remaining funds should be spread over the following 2 years of the 
	

	project's operation. 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	A.
	The total budget for 2005/06 was
	
	
	
	
	300,000.00
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	The spend by the UCC in 2005/06 was 
	
	
	
	
	55,650.00
	

	
	The revised budget for ASPIRENorth for 2005/06 is
	
	
	
	
	94,350.00
	

	B.
	The total budget required for 2005/06 is
	
	
	
	
	150,000.00
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	C.
	The difference between A and B, to be re-profiled over 2006/07 and 2007/08 is
	
	150,000.00
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	D.
	Revised budget for UCC/ASPIRENorth 2005/06 and for ASPIRENorth 2006/07 - 2007/08
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Original budget
	300,000.00
	300,000.00
	300,000.00
	
	
	

	
	Revision
	-150,000.00
	90,000.00
	60,000.00
	
	
	

	
	Revised total budget
	150,000.00
	390,000.00
	360,000.00
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	E.
	Detail of the revision of the expected spend for ASPIRENorth for 2005/06
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Area of expenditure (as per RGU codes)
	 
	Was (UCC and ASPIRENorth)
	Revised to (for ASPIRENorth)
	
	
	

	
	Support staff (UK travel)
	 
	11,000.00
	6,000.00
	
	
	

	
	Support staff crse & conf fees
	 
	11,000.00
	1,000.00
	
	
	

	
	Support staff crse & conf travel
	 
	9,000.00
	1,000.00
	
	
	

	
	Equipment purchases
	 
	5,000.00
	1,000.00
	
	
	

	
	IT equipment purchases
	 
	5,000.00
	1,650.00
	
	
	

	
	Other consumables
	 
	4,000.00
	2,000.00
	
	
	

	
	Furniture purchases
	 
	825.00
	0.00
	
	
	

	
	Books
	 
	825.00
	0.00
	
	
	

	
	Advertising
	 
	4,250.00
	0.00
	
	
	

	
	Other costs
	 
	7,000.00
	2,000.00
	
	
	

	
	Telephone call costs
	 
	2,935.00
	600.00
	
	
	

	
	Photocopying costs
	 
	2,935.00
	500.00
	
	
	

	
	Postage
	 
	785.00
	100.00
	
	
	

	
	Printing purchased externally
	 
	7,485.00
	0.00
	
	
	

	
	Stationery
	 
	7,500.00
	2,000.00
	
	
	

	
	Hospitality
	 
	8,000.00
	1,000.00
	
	
	

	
	Payments to agencies (salaries and accommodation)
	 
	210,000.00
	75,000.00
	
	
	

	
	Other administrative costs
	 
	2,460.00
	500.00
	
	
	

	
	Total 
	 
	300,000.00
	94,350.00
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MEMBERSHIP AS AT MAY 2006

     In alphabetical order of institution







*
Observer status
	INSTITUTION/ORGANISATION
	REPRESENTATIVE

	Aberdeen City Council



	Pete Hamilton

Community Learning and Development Manager

	Aberdeen College
	Rob Wallen (Vice Chair)

Director of Learning and Teaching

	Aberdeenshire Council
	Anne Simpson

Community Learning Manager

	ASPIRENorth
	Janet Rougvie

Director

	Banff & Buchan College
	Gordon Scott

External Affairs Manager

	Careers Scotland (Highlands and Islands Enterprise Area) and Highlands and Islands Enterprise
	Liz Galashan

Head of Services to Individuals

	Careers Scotland (SE Grampian)
	Moira F. Whyte

Manager

	Highland Theological College
	Kevin Sinclair

Learning Centre Development Manager

	Inverness College
	Frances Hunter

Assistant Principal (Academic)

	LEAD Scotland
	Jennifer Third

Regional Manager, North

	Lews Castle College
	Iain Macsween

Section Manager, Gaelic, Communications, Arts and Languages

	Lochaber College
	Dan MacLeod

Principal

	Moray College
	Edna Cameron

Project Manager

	North Atlantic Fisheries College Marine Centre
	Peter Dryburgh

Principal

	North Forum*
	Alison Watson

Administrator

	Orkney College
	Bill Ross

Principal

	Sabhal Mor Ostaig
	John Norman MacLeod

Head of Studies

	Scottish Agricultural College
	Suzanne Stockwell

Student Recruitment Officer

	Scottish Funding Councils*
	Margaret Dundas

National Co-ordinator for Widening Participation

	Scottish Funding Councils*
	Dr John Kemp

Assistant Director

	Shetland College
	George Smith

Director

	The Highland Council
	Christopher Phillips

Lifelong Learning Manager

	The North Highland College
	Rosemary Thompson

Principal

	The Open University in Scotland
	Dr Lindsay Hewitt

Widening Participation Co-ordinator

	The Robert Gordon University
	Prof. John Harper (Chair)

Vice Principal, Faculty of Health & Social Care

	UHI Millennium Institute

	Iain Morrison

Widening Participation Manager

	University of Aberdeen
	Julie McAndrews

Director, Centre for Lifelong Learning

	WEA
	Alison Morrison

Tutor Organiser


�All quotations taken from Learning for All, SHEFC, September 2005 
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