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Introduction 
The Scottish Wider Access Programme (SWAP) is a partnership of colleges and universities 
throughout Scotland. SWAP supports access to FE/HE for adults who have been out of education for 
a significant period of time and lack the necessary qualifications for entry to HNC/D or university 
degree courses. There are two teams: the West team, based in Glasgow and the East team, based in 
Edinburgh.  
 
Background: One of the essential components of every SWAP programme is the ‘Preparation for 
Higher Education’ unit (also known as ‘Prep for HE’ and often abbreviated ‘PHE’). The unit consists 
of web-based modules that are designed to support students to develop essential academic skills, as 
well as to improve key personal and social learning competences. It also provides practical support 
for students to complete the UCAS application process and achieve a smooth transition to Higher 
Education.  
 
The Prep for HE unit was introduced shortly after SWAP’s inception in 1987 and has gone through 
many changes over the decades. Most recently (2020-21) the unit was expanded, improved, and 
converted to digital format. Students are now able to access the materials from any internet-
enabled device and must complete an online written reflection at the end of each module. A copy of 
this written work is automatically supplied to the student (to be shared with their class tutor) and to 
SWAP, as evidence of completion. Completion of all modules is a requirement of progression.  
 
Prep for HE can be accessed on the web site - https://www.scottishwideraccess.org/prep-for-he 
 
The resources have been made freely available. The materials have been used by college partners 
for other classes. We very much welcome sharing and reflection from users on the suitability of the 
materials. 
 
Why evaluate?  
Our ability to track completion of each module allows us to monitor engagement across all 
programmes. We are pleased to see engagement levels are high and feedback from students and 
tutors has been very favourable. We have also had commendatory comments from our university 
partners, who often deem SWAP students to be well prepared for university.  
 

https://www.scottishwideraccess.org/prep-for-he


   

 

   

 

Based on this feedback, we believe the Prep for HE unit is having the desired positive impact on 
students, both in terms of improving their academic readiness to study at SCQF Level 7, as well as 
boosting their adaptability skills and self-confidence to cope with the concomitant challenges; 
however, we are also aware that SWAP students are less well prepared than they could be for 
certain other aspects of study. We wish to engage in a more formal evaluation of the unit and its 
delivery by college tutors to identify its strengths and weaknesses, which will provide evidence of 
efficacy where it exists and highlight specific areas for improvement.  
 

 

 

Methodology 
What sort of data did your evaluation involve? 

 

☐Quantitative 

☐Qualitative 

☒Mixed methods 

Which methods did you use? 

 

☒Standardised Questionnaires 

☐Validated Scales 

☐Interviews 

☐Focus Group(s) 

☒Other (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?  

 

☒Excel 

☐SPSS 

☐NVivo 

☒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    ☐Median  ☐Mode 

☐Range  ☐Standard Deviation  ☐Variance  ☐Interquartile Range 

☐Paired samples ☐None 

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

 

Quantitative evaluation 

Evidence from students was gathered from two of the reflective exercises students complete as part of their 

Prep for HE. The first reflection is in the module “Introduction to Prep for HE” which explains the Prep for HE 

material and is completed in September when students are beginning the programme. The same questions 

were used at the conclusion of the programme in May / June. Students have a concluding PHE module 



   

 

   

 

“Transition for SUCCESS” reflecting on their development during the year. The following questions were asked 

using a traditional Likert scale.  

For each of your areas of development how would you rate your current level of knowledge or readiness 

1. Conducting academic research and finding credible academic sources 

2. Writing academic essays and/or reports 

3. Properly referencing my written work and avoiding plagiarism 

4. Taking part in group discussions in class  

5. Public speaking or giving presentations. 

6. Engaging in critical analysis of what I read or hear. 

7. Keeping a positive outlook / believing in myself 

8. Adapting to change / finding solutions to problems 

9. Maintaining a healthy work-life balance 

10. Managing stressful situations 

11. Asking for support or help when I need it. 

12. Reflecting on my learning and identifying my strengths 

13. Knowing my own most effective strategies to prepare well for an exam 

14. Choosing the right course and university (or college) for next year 

15. Understanding how student finance works in Higher Education e.g. SAAS and student loans for 

HNC/D or university study. 

The Likert scale we used for each question, was.  

1. Not at all confident. 2. Not very confident. 3 Neutral / Somewhat confident. 4. Quite confident. 5. Very 

confident 

The software we use for that is a combination of “articulate” for prep for HE and then Wufoo for gathering the 

evidence. Information from Wufoo is then downloaded into excel.  

Further information on articulate is available here – https://www.articulate.com/. Wufoo from the following 

weblink - https://www.wufoo.com/. (SWAP team are happy to discuss how we use these tools). 

That provided matched evidence from 630 students who completed both scales. (Some students who 

completed did not answer all questions which we did not include as part of the analysis). 

Analysis was completed by using excel spreadsheets.  

We have reviewed the quantitative evidence from students at college and have shared a summary with 

SWAPWest partners. The same questions are being used by students studying in 2025- 2026, which will build 

an evidence base for the effective use of prep for HE. We will build a 3-year benchmark which we will use for 

evaluation on an annual basis. 

In addition, and as a final part of the work, we have decided to use the same questions and Likert scale in the 

First Year at University Study we conduct in the year after a student completes their programme. Students who 

we used as analysis in 2024 – 2025, will be asked the same questions in February 2026 when they have 

progressed to degree study. 

 

 

https://www.articulate.com/
https://www.wufoo.com/


   

 

   

 

Qualitative analysis 

In addition to the quantitative analysis, we decided to consider the reflective questions asked in November and 

then at the conclusion of the programme. These questions provide students with an opportunity to reflect on 

their learning in November and then in June. The reflections are completed in free-flowing text boxes. 

Q5: Having now completed nine PHE modules, we'd like you to consider how any of them relate to your 

preferred university degree course and/or future career. What have you found most helpful? Are there any 

modules you felt were not relevant to you?  

We received over seven hundred responses to this question. 

And then a final question at the conclusion of Prep for HE 

Q3: If you have any other comments about the Prep for HE (PHE) unit, please share them here: 

For which we received 630 responses 

Our challenge has been to build a model to robustly sample the evidence. Using randomised and ratio analysis 

to provide analysis based on sampling and weighting of common responses. Balancing that with learning from 

non-common responses.  



Discussion 
 

1. Description 

The project arose out of the considerable investment by the partnership into Prep for HE online 

module. Building an evidence base from students had been inbuilt into the original design. There was 

an overwhelming amount of evidence since the period we had initially developed the module. 

Involvement in Evaluation Matters was to ensure we could structure the evidence for evaluation 

purposes and then make sense of it.  

 

Main work was conducted by Amy, who had developed the majority of units. Amy works part time for 

SWAP. Kerry engaged in the CoP and project to get a sense of evaluation for her own project work. 

Kenny participated in the work where planned meetings and timescales were challenging for Amy and 

Kerry. 

 

2. Feelings 

Excitement in finally finding the time to conduct analysis of Prep for HE. 

Worry in terms of the scale of the work, and a sense of being overwhelmed by the scale of the 

evidence gathered. 

Achievement in managing to gain evidence of success and a benchmark of data on a quantitative 

basis. 

Similar sense of excitement, frustration, and ambition that we can do so much more with qualitative 

analysis. 

Challenge of a small team of part time members of staff participating in evaluation project while 

juggling everything else. 

 

3. Evaluation 

Having a structure around the work and timescales benefited us in terms of what was achievable. 

We had the benefit of engaging with Alison at an early stage of our thinking, which was to try and keep 

it as simple as possible to begin with. The CoP maintained that assurance.  

 

4. Analysis – sense of being overwhelmed because we are a small organisation trying to make sense of 

a lot of data from students. The information from the CoP provided the team with the tools to manage 

the task. 

 

Frustration in not doing more with the qualitative analysis because that interests us more in terms of 

providing a guidance resource for college tutors and students.  

 

A feeling of achievement in that we now have an evaluation base that we can share with partners. 

Prior to the project we could only make assumptions without evidence. 

 

5. Conclusion – for the future, we always know as a small team we need to find time to develop practice 

and let others know about what we are doing. Need to think about how we share the learning and how 

Kerry for example can build the learning into her community engagement work.  

 

6. Action Plan – We will look to share our work on modelling the quantitative analysis as we will need 

support and assistance to make this be a more effective analysis tool. 

 

 

 



Limitations 
 

Bias 

Students completing the final Prep for HE reflection and completing the evaluation are students who are 

completing the programme. We have noted from analysis of the responses that reflection on prep for HE may 

be influenced by overall success on the programme. For example, students who completed the programme 

and were successful in gaining their first preference of degree choice were satisfied with all aspects of the 

programme. Noted that students who were less satisfied were not successful in gaining their place on a 

competitive degree. Either deciding to re-apply the following year or not progress with degree study.  

 

These are interesting and useful observations in themselves. We might need to be conscious of this when 

considering analysis in the future.  

 

While there was some evidence of differentiation of responses based on curriculum groups, e.g. humanities 

students engage in these activities more than science students we do not think for the benchmark analysis that 

this was as much a consideration as we had initially feared.  

 

Our sense is that these may be limitations to the integrity of the data but as part of the analysis they are useful 

for comparison purposes. 

 

Additional Work on quantitative evaluation 

 

Paula Christie’s modelling was beneficial for us in terms of thinking through a structured qualitative approach. 

That was beneficial for the team in looking at a manageable process to capture rich feedback. Due to the 

amount of evidence, we have acquired through prep for HE materials, we would be worried the sampling 

element may lose the beneficial learning. We are keen to ensure the quantitative story is a fair reflection of the 

knowledge and awareness of students.  

 

 

Lessons Learned 
 

Our main over riding lesson from being involved in the CoP is keep it simple to get started. 

 

Once we managed to use the Likert scale, we then have an evidence base that we can draw on with 

assurance. We have tended to over complicate thinking about evaluation.  

 

We still have learning to do with quantitative data and making the most of it. We feel more confident in 

reaching out and asking for support in doing this. 

 

“Spreadsheets are good fun.”  

 

Collaborating with colleagues who are also working in smaller teams is beneficial. Something we need to 

reflect on in terms of working in a collaborative way. Not just in terms of working with students but being open 

to evaluation. 

 

Keeping time free to think about the project has been challenging. The evaluation approach does take time. 

And within a small team ensuring we reach those who benefit from the findings will be an issue we need to 

consider carefully. 



Additional Content 
Images 

Table of the Qualitative responses from the partnership report 

 PHE02 (c. Aug-Sep) PHE21 (c. May-Jun)  

Category Lowest confidence measures 

using the Likert scale. 

1. Not at all confident. 2. Not 

very confident. 3 Neutral / 

Somewhat confident. 

Greatest increase in confidence 

measures using the Likert scale. 

4. Quite confident. 5. Very confident 

Academic Research 384 +236 

Academic Essays 588 +189 

Referencing 444 +159 

Group Discussions 190   +87 

Public Speaking 408 +110 

Critical Analysis 369 +174 

Positive Outlook 266 +109 

Adapting to Change 220 +114 

Work-Life Balance 318   +87 

Managing Stress 300 +127 

Asking for Support 210   +68 

Reflecting on Learning 293 +180 

Exam Strategies 381 +211 

Choosing Course/Uni 365 +193 

Student Finance 360 +276 

 

Quantitative response from report 

A follow-up prompt invited students to share any other comments about the PHE unit, which were positive, as 

highlighted in the word cloud below:  



   

 

   

 

 

 

URLs 

 

https://www.scottishwideraccess.org/swapwest 

In reports and publications section 

 

https://www.scottishwideraccess.org/swapwest

