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Introduction

The FOCUSWest Top-Up Programme and the Access to High Demand Profession (AHDP) Reach programme
are both well-established programmes based within Widening Participation (WP) at the University of Glasgow
(UofG). They are funded by the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) through the National Schools Programmes
(NSP). The NSP was formed as an umbrella organisation overseeing existing regional schools’ programmes
provision and includes each of the Schools of Higher Education (SHEP) Regions, including FOCUSWest, and
other established programmes such as Reach. These programmes have been running in schools for 25 years
and 15 years respectively. Top-Up works with targeted S6 school pupils in the West of Scotland who intend to
go on to university level study and supports this transition by introducing the skills for successful study at
Higher Education (HE)." The Reach programme works with targeted S4-S6 school pupils who are aiming to
apply to either Dentistry, Law, Medicine or Veterinary Medicine. It has similar aims to that of Top-Up but the
content is specific to the four participating degree programmes. Both programmes could be considered as
‘bridging programmes’2 and are credited rated at level 7 on the SCQF.

In December 2024, the SFC published the findings of their review of the National Schools Programmes,
including their recommendations.® One of these recommendations is to develop a comprehensive monitoring
and evaluation framework for the NSP partners. While Top-Up and Reach have long-standing and robust
evaluation frameworks in place, this context highlights the benefits of sustained focus to strengthen our
frameworks and evaluate their continued accuracy. The formation of the NSP was also a driving factor in the
creation of one schools’ programmes team at the UofG, which brought together those co-ordinating the Top-
Up and Reach programmes in order to foster closer working relationships and share evaluation methods.

With this in mind, our team believed this was an excellent time to revisit the existing Top-Up and Reach Theory
of Change (ToC) models. While there were initial ToC models in place for both Reach and Top-Up, there was
further development to be undertaken for both. Since the initial discussions and workshops were undertaken in
Spring 2022, the individual Reach and Top-Up teams have formed the new Schools’ Programmes team and
new staff have joined the team. The fresh insight and perspectives this provides will strengthen our framework
and evaluate how our programmes run alongside each other. The timing also meant that these first workshops

T University of Glasgow, ‘Adjusted Entry Requirements: Information for Pupils, Parents and Guardians’,
www.gla.ac.uk/study/wp/adjustedoffers/pupils%20and%20parents/ [accessed 17/02/26]

2 Scottish Funding Council, NSP Review Final Report and Recommendations, www.sfc.ac.uk/student-
interests/fair-access/national-schools-programme/national-schools-programme-review/, (December 2024)
[accessed 17/02/25]

3 ibid
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were undertaken when covid-19 was still having an impact on the programmes and the delivery model/s used
have been updated since then. Where updates have been made to evaluation to reflect this, these had still to
be retrospectively considered through the lens of the Theory of Change.

Alongside improving our familiarity and understanding of the model, we believed this was a great opportunity to
form a robust Theory of Change framework that we then used to review our current evaluation methods and
identify areas that would benefit from adjustment or further exploration, improving our overall understanding of
the impacts of our programmes.

Methodology

What sort of data did your evaluation involve?

OQuantitative
OQualitative
Mixed methods

Which methods did you use?

X Standardised Questionnaires

OValidated Scales

Olnterviews

Focus Group(s)

X 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
OSPSS
CONVivo
[IOther (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?

[IDistribution COMean [OMedian COMode
[ORange OStandard Deviation [OVariance Olnterquartile Range
OPaired samples CONone

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

Use the space below to provide a commentary on your methodology.

The primary focus of the project was to strengthen and assess the current evaluation frameworks for the
Reach and Top Up programme.

The first step was to revisit and review the existing evaluation framework for each programme, which is
currently based on a ToC model. A ToC model provides a structured approach to planning, implementing and
evaluating a proposed initiative/activity. The process involved defining a programme’s key objectives and
priorities, listing the tasks/events that are currently in place to achieve this and to consider the resulting
outcomes and impact from completing programme activities. Further to this the ToC model helped us to identify




the measurable outcomes and impacts and the best method for doing so. It allowed for greater discussion and
insight into what may be lacking between each of these steps and provided an opportunity for our team to
brainstorm and consider what changes/ improvements could be made to our current evaluation methods so
that our programme aims and desired outcomes are met as fully as possible.

Whilst Reach and Top Up have some distinct differences, they share many of the same short and long terms
aims, programme delivery and type of tasks and assessed learning. In turn, both programmes follow the same
evaluation methods and framework.

To help evaluate each programme, data was collected at multiple stages over the course of its delivery, using a
mix of quantitative and qualitative methods. This involved:

e Monitoring Programme Participation and Performance
e Tracking UCAS Applications and University of Glasgow Entrants*
e Gathering Feedback Through Surveys and Focus Groups

Quantitative data for Reach and Top Up was predominantly used to monitor and evaluate programme
participation and performance. The raw data consisted of programme registration numbers, contextual
information about participants i.e. which WP criteria they met, session attendance data and performance
grades.

Before any analysis or descriptive statistics could be performed, the data had to be ‘cleaned’ by checking for
any duplicate records, incorrect entries or incomplete records. Perhaps the most time-consuming aspect was
cross-checking the data against other datasets to ensure its accuracy and validity. Once it was in a sensible
state to use, the data was examined to ascertain if programme aims were being met.

Descriptive statistics were calculated to provide a general overview of the programme, allowing to see how
many registrations translated to programme participants and how many of those then went on to successfully
complete the tasks and achieve a passing grade. This data was analysed further to measure programme
performance by other contextual factors such as SIMD?® and year group. These calculations addressed if
programme aims and key performance indicators (KPIs) were met, as well as allowing for comparisons to be
made with historical programme data to identify any change in trends.

It is clear therefore that numerical data for both programmes is extensive and can be used for further analysis.
Regression analysis could be used to determine if there is a relationship between certain factors such as SIMD
groups and programme performance, programme tasks and withdrawals or even participation and UofG
entrants. This data, alongside the use of inferential statistics (which could be a useful addition to our future
practices) would provide statistical evidence to prove if objectives and outcomes are being met and, most
importantly, if our assumptions/rationale behind programme decisions is still valid. Thus, having the potential to
drive big changes to our programme model.

Qualitative data for both programmes was collected through surveys/ questionnaires and focus groups. The
following surveys were offered during their programme delivery.

e Pre and Post Programme Questionnaire (Top Up, Reach, Participants)
e Teacher Evaluation (Top Up, Reach)
e Campus Day Survey (Top Up)

4 Reach also tracks entrants to other Universities in Scotland. Whilst Top-Up tracks pupil profiles sent on to other
Universities in Scotland, data sharing agreements are not in place to track entrants beyond UofG. We are aware
that data sharing is an ongoing discussion and challenge in the sector.

5 Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation, the Scottish Government’s tool for measuring and ranking postcode
areas in Scotland by levels of deprivation.



e Pre and Post Campus Week Survey (Reach)
e Tutor Evaluation (Top Up, per cohort)
e Tutor Evaluation (Reach)

Data collected via qualitative methods further helped to determine if programme objectives were being met. It
provided more detail on the opinions, expectations and experiences of the parties involved in the programme.
Thematic analysis highlighted any key themes that were present within the data.

Participating pupils are asked to provide feedback mainly via online forms, before they start each programme
and then again when they have completed. Questions on each of the programme surveys are aligned to
evaluate the key performance indicators or the key learning outcomes and are standard across both pre and
post evaluation. This allows us to measure the impact of the programme, as well as the skills and information
participants have gained by taking part.

Due to the geographical spread of schools and the fact that much of the Top-Up and Reach programmes take
place online, this is seen as the most efficient way to gather feedback. This method of conducting evaluation is
not without problems, however and some of these are noted in the sections below.

Discussion

In this section, we have reflected on our project, outlining the major successes and challenges that occurred.
The most impactful outcome of this project for our team and programmes has been the successful completion
of the ToC models for both Reach and Top-Up. By using the ToC, our team mapped our existing programme
design against a clearly defined framework, helping us redefine shared goals and align evaluation across both
programmes. It also brought together our team’s experience and innovation. Previous experiences showed
that staff turnover increased the risk of knowledge loss impacting understanding of programme design and
evaluation practices. Having complete ToCs has increased continuity and consistency. By using the indicator
bank to map all of this against our current evaluation framework, we ensured our questionnaires and focus
groups covered the areas we intended them to, increasing our team’s confidence in the robustness of our
framework.

In completing the ToCs, we also identified areas for further exploration. While we knew our S4 Reach sessions
supported students’ decision making and knowledge of high demand professions, it would be beneficial to
have increased quantitative data to support our intervention. This will also help us prioritise decision making
when updating our materials, making best use of our time with pupils. On Top-Up, we highlighted that it had
been several years since we’d surveyed former participants once they were in first year university. At this point
they will have a stronger knowledge of how the programme has benefited them, or where there may be areas
for expansion, based on their student experience. Introducing this will help us continue to forefront student
voice and meet the changing landscape of academia.

Throughout the cycle of this project, a key element has been time. The contained nature of the project with set
start and end dates allowed our team to focus on a particular aspect of our evaluation with planned aims and
outcomes. It also ensured we had dedicated time set aside to work towards these objectives. However, as for
all WP practitioners, it remained challenging to add additional projects to an already busy schedule, particularly
at more demanding times of year.




Furthermore, the academic cycle influenced when we could implement proposed changes to our evaluation
framework. Pre-programme and post-programme surveys were updated prior to 25/26 academic year, with a
view to adding alumni survey or focus groups in 26/27.

There can be a challenge in aligning reporting needs with programme development requirements. There is a
balance between covering all the necessary questions, whilst avoiding survey fatigue. Length and frequency of
surveys was something that our team spent time assessing. The most urgent change that we made was to our
Top-Up tutor survey. Previously this sent out post-cohort (twice a year), it was moved to post-programme
(once). However, we did continue to provide informal opportunities for tutors to provide feedback post cohort
one. This allowed us to identify minor changes required to programme delivery prior to the second cohort
running and ensured the programme quality remained high and supported pupils and tutors. Tutors then
completed the post-programme survey, providing the necessary data for reporting purposes. This seems to
have worked well across 25/26, although we have still to see the impact on tutor response rate to the post-
programme survey which is sent out in April.

An ongoing challenge remains student response rate to surveys. However, by aligning the data collection
methods and timing for Reach and Top-Up, we have seen an increase in the response rate for Top-Up post-
programme surveys — already passing 24/25. The ToC proved a focal point for discussing best practice around
our evaluation framework.

Where we have been able to align Top-Up and Reach evaluation, the ToCs raised areas where alignment
wasn't desired or beneficial. As outlined in our limitations section, there are clear differences in programme
structure, with Reach running across three years, whilst Top-Up runs over one. This influences timing of
evaluation and aims of the individual activities. It was helpful to have both this and the individual programme
reporting requirements clearly outlined.

Overall, this process has been highly beneficial for our team, both for professional development and for
programme and evaluation development. We had an opportunity to develop our understanding of qualitative
and quantitative data; take advantage of expert guidance in formulating our theory of change; and ask
questions to build our understanding of evaluative practice. The training being based on community needs let
us ask for the support we needed to undertake our project — particularly for the theory of change. It was also
reassuring and supportive to work through this as part of a community and learn that many of the challenges —
such as time and differing experiences — were shared. Discussing projects with each other also brought new
ideas and sharing of best practice, and the accountability aspect to dedicate time to the project was incredibly
helpful. There were some limitations and lessons learned, outlined below.




Limitations

One of the main limitations of our current framework however, which relies on gathering data both pre and post
activity or programme is how challenging it can be to define where those boundaries should be set. Both
programmes offer multiple activities and interventions so whilst on paper it is straightforward to identify when
and where evaluation should take place, for those completing the programme over a lengthy (up to three years
in the case of Reach) period of time, understanding or appreciating the difference between a programme and
an activity is not so clear cut or indeed important.

The Top-Up programme, for example, runs for six weeks online so there is a clear start and finish (pre and
post) point. However, during the academic year in which the pupils take part, they are also offered the
opportunity to participate in a campus day which takes place after the online programme and although not
compulsory, is well attended by participants. The non-compulsory nature of this activity therefore means it
can’t be considered an end point but it is an important part of the programme and its impact needs to be
evaluated and considered alongside that of the six-week online programme.

This issue is perhaps most acutely felt in the evaluation of the Reach programme. Reach takes place over s4-
s6 so whilst the majority of pupils start in s5, some do begin in s4. Not all pupils do the full three (or two) years
either and there are different activities and different stages in the programme and not all of them are
compulsory. The s5 campus week for example, which is a key part of the programme, comes at the end of s5
and for some, almost six months after they have completed the s5 online school session. Like Top-Up, each of
the main activities we offer are evaluated but with multiple entry and exit points in Reach in particular, defining
what is both pre and post programme is a challenge and arguably a limitation of the framework.

Another limitation which logically follows on from this is that because of the multiple entry and exit points of the
programmes, we do not know if the same students are completing both pre and post surveys. This is
compounded by the fact that we mainly gather data via online forms, due to the number of pupils participating
and the geographical spread of schools, and that we do not ask for any identifiers, all the surveys that pupils
are invited to compete are anonymous. Whilst pupils are assigned a unique identifier when they register with
either Reach or Top-Up which would make it possible to track responses, we decided that asking pupils to
provide this might make them less likely to complete.




Lessons Learned

The broad aims of taking part in the SCAPP Evaluation Matters Community of Practice were to update the
existing ToC for both Top-Up and Reach and identify any gaps in the existing evaluation framework. As a
group however we set out with varying degrees of experience of evaluation and knowledge of what a ToC is.
This meant having to spend some time trying to understand what decisions had been made on the existing
ToC frameworks which not everyone had worked on. In some ways therefore it might have been easier starting
from the beginning. The in-person workshops which took place in May/June 2025 helped alleviate this and
provided the impetus to re-work and complete the ToC framework for both programmes.

One of main lessons to be taken from this CoP then is that the ToC frameworks that have now been updated,
need to be checked and refreshed on an ongoing basis to stay relevant and ensure that they accurately reflect
the stated aims and objectives of the schools’ programmes. Regularly checking their relevance would also
ensure that staff involved in delivery are aware of how the framework relates to the evaluation of programmes.
Essentially the frameworks need to be treated as live documents in order to reflect the changes brought about
via continual reflection and evaluation.
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