SCAPP Evaluation Matters Community of Practice 2025-2026 Case Study

Evaluation of the initial phase of the Aspire North programme
Title of Project: | Evaluation of the initial phase of the Aspire North programme
Host Institution(s)/Partner(s): Aspire North
Contributing Author(s): Martin Kennedy, Ella Gillies, Anne Haggart
Keyword(s) (e.g., “secondary school”, | S3/S4, relationship building, skills awareness, HE knowledge,
“free school meals”, “biology”: survey, focus group

Introduction

Background: Aspire North delivers the Schools for Higher Education Programme (SHEP) for the North of
Scotland as part of the National Schools Programme funded by the Scottish Funding Council (SFC). We are a
widening access initiative that supports young people from targeted secondary schools into Higher
Education. We work with selected S3-S6 pupils in the North of Scotland, with teams based in Aberdeen and
Inverness.

Themes: Our project will evaluate the initial phase of the Aspire North programme by:
e Evidencing the effectiveness of the positive relationships built with pupils
e Analysing pupil awareness of development of skills for HE
e Analysing knowledge of support available for WP pupils

Timescale: At a recent programme review, Aspire North set out aims and objectives for the various stages of
our programme (ie all pupils will have actively engaged in the programme, pupils will have

built positive relationships with key Aspire North staff, pupils will have increased knowledge of tertiary
education and benefits of HE study). The focus of the current evaluation will be on the initial phase of the
programme, which is roughly the first six months of the new cohort joining Aspire North (at the end of

S3 before they move to S4).

Pupils new to the programme engage in an ‘Introduction to Aspire North’ session. This is followed by a trip out
of school designed to help them build essential skills to be successful in their Higher Education journey i.e.
teamwork, communication, confidence, as well as having an initial informal 1:1 discussion where staff ask
about any future aspirations and generally get to know the pupils, to begin to build a positive relationship.
This initial phase of the programme is followed up with in-class workshops in S4, as well

an additional 1:1 conversation in November/December. We will evaluate this May/June-December period.

Aim: Aspire North prides itself on the ability to form positive relationships with pupils. We would like

to evidence this through the proposed evaluation process and learn what works, what doesn’t and what needs
to be implemented to meet the set aims and objectives for this initial phase of the Aspire North programme. At
present, quantitative data such as engagement with workshops, experiential events, 1:1 meetings, as well as
pupils making regular enquiries with us, suggests that we are building these relationships. However, we

seek clear evidence through this evaluation process.

The overall aim of this data project is to evaluate the programme’s unique focus on building relationships with
young people to resultingly encourage their progression to HE. It also supports our organisation’s reporting to
the SFC, and our commitment to the Blueprint for Fairness and the NSP Review (in particular
Recommendation 8).




Methodology

What sort of data did your evaluation involve?
OQuantitative

[1Qualitative

XMixed methods

Which methods did you use?

XStandardised Questionnaires

[IValidated Scales

Ulnterviews

X Focus Group(s)

UIOther (If ‘other’, please ensure to explicitly name the method in your commentary for this section)

Which software package(s) if any did you use to assist with your evaluation

X Excel

OSPSS

ONVivo

X Other (If ‘other’, please ensure to explicitly name the package in your commentary for this section)

Did your project involve the usage of any statistical methods?

Distribution Mean [JMedian Mode
XRange X Standard Deviation OVariance Olinterquartile Range
X Paired samples CONone

OOther (If ‘other’, please ensure to explicitly name the package in your commentary for this section)

Microsoft Word was used to create questionnaires that were easily printed.
Upshot was used to collate the survey responses and allow us to interpret data.
We will use the distribution, mean and mode of our data set to reach conclusions for our report.

Our research into the belonging scale informed some of the questions included in the
survey but ultimately, we did not use any validated scales.

We recognise the lack of control group in our research but engagement with additional pupils would not be in
keeping with the scope of our organisation.

We designed our questionnaire to account for the challenges of taking time from the programme to get pupils
to complete it. We used a 1-10 Likert scale over other options as we felt this gave pupils scope, 6 questions —
less overwhelming/more likely to be completed. Focus groups to follow results of questionnaires.

Hypothesis: Pupils' overall questionnaire score increases with increased contact with Aspire North staff.

Discussion

We have used the Gibbs Reflective Cycle, to reflect on the evaluation project and provide structure to our
overall discussion.

See Introduction for ‘Description’ aspect of Gibbs Reflective Cycle.

Feelings: Before we started this evaluation process, we had little experience of the best methodology for
measuring the impact of our relationship development phase of the programme. During the process,

we identified changes that we would make in future cycles to enhance the viability of our evaluation

i.e. possible use of validated scales.




The overall evaluation process has felt positive. Carrying out the design, delivery, analysis and reporting
stages of the evaluation has given greater confidence in evaluation methods from knowledge gained through
the CoP. It has also been an opportunity for skills and professional development.

Evaluation: The positives of this evaluation has been the learning and teamworking that has taken place. The
CoP allowed protected time to learn about evaluation methodology therefore upskilling members of the team
for future evaluation projects. As we are based across two offices, members from both offices took part which
has strengthened our whole team working.

As this was a new process for Aspire North challenges have been presented at all stages of the

evaluation. Please see ‘Limitations’ section for obstacles found in the ‘Design’ section.

During the ‘Gather’ section challenges were presented around pupil availability. We see from our results an
attrition rate between the first and second surveys. This can be attributed to the first survey being presented at
the first workshop that the pupils have with Aspire North, where most pupils are present. The second iteration
was presented to pupils at 1:1 interview. We routinely find that attendance at 1:1s is open to impact by class
pressures, forgetfulness or anxiety about what they will be asked.

A further challenge, at this stage, was pupils understanding of Aspire North. As the first survey came at their
first interaction, concepts such as ‘Development Worker’ were not fully understood by all. Development
Workers report having to explain concepts to pupils and explain that pupil’s answers would have no impact on
their experience as some pupils were keen to ‘people please’.

A positive outcome of gathering the data has been learning to use our database in a new way. Upshot has the
functionality to compare surveys, and this has been hugely beneficial for time saving.

Analysis: In terms of analysing the overall effectiveness of our relationship development phase of our
programme, a further evaluation cycle may be required with adaptations to the questions with validated
scales to ensure clarity for pupils.

See ‘Lessons Learned/ Future Work’ section for ‘Conclusion’ and ‘Action plan’ aspects of Gibbs Reflective
Cycle.

Limitations

In this evaluation we had no control group. Therefore, it is difficult to say that our intervention was the sole
cause for the increase in questionnaire scores from survey 1 to survey 2. Some data was incomplete as some
pupils who completed survey 1 were absent from school when carrying out survey 2.

There were some limitations with the use of the Upshot software. Due to GDPR restrictions, we were unable to
email pupils directly through Upshot. This limited opportunities to maximise response rates. However, this
would have only gone so far as our subject group was young (S3/S4) and we know that this age group is less
likely to engage and respond to emails, from prior experience.

Regarding the focus groups, there exists the potential for selection bias. Pupils who are most engaged in the
Aspire North programme or had more positive experiences, are more likely to put themselves forward to
volunteer. This could result in conversations and findings which are more positive than the views of the wider

pupil group.

Another limitation is geography and logistics. Our schools are spread across the north of Scotland

which poses a challenge when trying to arrange to bring pupils from multiple schools together for a focus
group. Online sessions are an option, but we feel this could negatively impact engagement. It may also be a
barrier to the conversations we’d hope to arise around the focus group questions which can be difficult for
pupils online.




Lessons Learned

We learned more about validated scales partway through the CoP. By this point, pupils had already
completed survey 1 and therefore we could not change our questions for survey 2. For future iterations of
the evaluation, we would look to use validated scales to bring a standardisation to our evaluation that is more
easily understood and accepted, thereby strengthening our evidence.

The evaluation highlighted the significant time required to carry out meaningful evaluation activity alongside the
usual programme delivery. A clear lesson learned is the need to allocate dedicated time for evaluation. There
were times where questionnaires were not given out due to staff error or time constraints. In future, evaluation
questions should be incorporated into standard 1:1 meeting plans. Our next formal evaluation, a similar
reflective question approach to the one used in the CoP following meetings should be adopted with Aspire
North colleagues so that they can reflect on the timing of the questionnaire.

The timing of handing out survey 1 during the initial session could influence results; input Development
Workers give on what Aspire North is and the potential benefits of the programme, before handing out the
questionnaire, could influence pupil’s responses. We need to ensure pupils are being given the questionnaires
at the same time across both regions so as not to influence results.

Along with these challenges, positive lessons were learned. Pupils reported that completing the questionnaire
helped them better understand Aspire North, making them feel more involved and valued in the programme.
The evaluation focussed on building positive relationships with pupils. An unintended outcome was the building
of stronger relationships as pupils felt their opinions mattered. The evaluation also gave staff an opportunity to
reflect and helped build confidence and skills in evaluation. This will be useful in future evaluations and
planning for the Aspire North programme.

Next steps :
We hope to look into evaluating a different aspect of the programme through our learning in the CoP, such as
S5 1:1 interviews. We may look to include different staff members in this process, with the view to upskilling
more members of the team in evaluation.
We could look to evaluate:
e pupils’ understanding of the importance of making the correct decisions when choosing S6 subjects
e  pupils’ awareness of the application process and how to add value to the UCAS personal statement
e  pupils’ confidence in their research skills when finding out about for example, HE entry requirements,
contextual admissions
e pupils' awareness of the need to be an active student in terms of work / volunteering placements to
their chance of HE progression or engaging in extracurricular school roles such as being a prefect

With regards the use of a validated scale in the future, we would consider TASO’s 1-5 Access and Success
Questionnaire due to its proven validity and reliability in similar evaluation projects to Aspire North’s. It would
also provide some flexibility in terms of selecting some scales from it which align with our evaluation goals.




Additional Content

Images

Introduction to Aspire North Questionnaire

Name: School
1. |Ifeellike | belong in the Aspire North programme
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Never Always
2. | feel comfortable contacting my Development Worker with queries about Higher Education
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Not at all Very comfortable
comfortable
3. lam aware of the skills | am developing that | may use in Higher Education
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Not aware Very
aware
4.  Aspire North has helped me understand the benefits of Higher Education as a post-school option
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Strongly Strongly agree
disagree
5. Being part of Aspire North motivates me to consider Higher Education as a post-school option
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 10
Strongly disagree Strongly agree
6. |feel supported to make decisions about my Higher Education
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 10
Not supported Very
supported
URLs

Homepage | Upshot

Belonging+Scale.pdf

Gibbs' Reflective Cycle | Reflection Toolkit | Reflection Toolkit



https://www.upshot.org.uk/
https://reflection.ed.ac.uk/reflectors-toolkit/reflecting-on-experience/gibbs-reflective-cycle
https://upshot001.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/Accredited+Surveys/Belonging+Scale.pdf

