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Executive summary

Aimhigher, atargeted programme for young people aged 13 to 19 in England,
has its antecedents in at least two separate initiatives, Excellence Challenge
and Partnerships for Progression (P4P). The Excellence Challenge programme
was initialy established by the then Department for Education and Skills
(DfES) in 2001. It had the aim of increasing the number of young people from
disadvantaged backgrounds who had the qualifications and aspirations
necessary to enter higher education, with a particular emphasis on raising
aspirations to those institutions with higher entry requirements. It became
known as Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge in 2003 and, in August 2004, was
integrated with Partnerships for Progression, a programme that had been
funded by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) and
the Learning and Skills Council (LSC). The unified programme, known as
Aimhigher, is managed by HEFCE on behalf of the LSC and Department for
Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) working with the Department for
Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) and the Department of Health (DH).

This report draws together the findings from NFER s secondary analysis of
matched data from the National Pupil Database (NPD), the Individual Learner
Record (ILR) and the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA), exploring
the relative probability of progression to higher education for the first cohort
of young people who were in Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge schools and
those who were in non-Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge comparison schools.
The study included anonymised data from over 500,000 young people from
the 2001/02 Year 11 cohort and from a sub-set (also anonymised) of over
9,000 young people who had taken part in asurvey in 2001/02 when they were
in their final year of compulsory education.

The project had two aims:

To assess the impact, if any, of Aimhigher: Excellence Chalenge on
progress to higher education amongst young people from non-traditional
higher education backgrounds

To identify the policy-related factors that might have contributed to such
transition for those from non-traditional higher education backgrounds .



Key findings

At anationa level, the Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge initiative appears to
be associated with a positive impact on progression to higher education for
some young people, particularly those from more disadvantaged groups (those
in receipt of Free School Meals). Although the proportion of young people
from Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge going to a higher education institution
was lower (24.1% of the 144,227 in the cohort) than those from non-
Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge schools (30% of the 388,843 in the cohort)
there appears to be a positive association between the initiative and
progression to higher education for some groups of pupils. The impact was
more evident amongst those at lower levels of attainment (young people who
might have been on the C/D borderline) than amongst the highest attainers. In
particular:

« Young people from Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge schools with only
average levels of attainment at GCSE (35.3 points) were more likely than
their academic peers from non-Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge schools
to take up a higher education place.

« Although young people in receipt of Free School Meals were less likely
than their peers to progress to higher education, young people in receipt of
Free School Meals were more likely to have progressed to higher
education if they attended an Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge school
than if they had attended a non-Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge school.
For the 2001/02 cohort, this equated to one additional higher education
entrant for every 100 young people eigible for Free School Medls.

Analysis of the data from the 2001/02 Year 11 survey cohort indicated that
Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge was also associated with a greater
probability of progression to higher education for that cohort, though only
when the young people from schools in an Education Action Zone that had not
taken part in Excellence in Cities (EiC) were included in the comparison
cohort rather than in the treatment cohort. This suggests that the aspiration
raising activities that young people may have experienced in EIC may have
played arole in promoting progression.

The importance of such aspiration-raising activities become evident when
considering the finding that the two dominant variables associated with
progressing to higher education (with a stronger association than attainment
level at Key Stage 4) were an expressed desire (in Year 11) to go to university
and a perceived belief that their parents/carers would support them



staying in education for as long as possible. Previous statistical analyses
indicated that Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge was associated with positive
aspirations to higher education amongst this cohort (Morris and Golden,
2005)1; these aspirations had translated into positive outcomes for at least
some of the young people. The current analysis demonstrated a positive
relationship between being in an Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge school,
young people s belief that they had parental support for education and taking
up auniversity place.

No single activity or set of activities emerged as having a positive association
with transition to higher education. Given that, by Year 11, this cohort had
relatively limited exposure to the Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge initiative,
this finding is not surprising. What emerged as important, however, was
creating the climate in which progression to higher education was sought by
both the young people and their parents. Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge, in
focusing on awareness- and aspiration-raising activities may have long-term
benefits in promoting more positive attitudes to higher education amongst
young people from non-traditional groups, particularly the most
disadvantaged.

About the research

The research team carried out hierarchica multiple regression analyses
(specifically, logistic multilevel modelling) in order to caculate the
probability of any particular young person entering higher education and so to
assess the relative impact of Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge on progression.
The analysis controlled for a range of pupil-level and school-level
demographic and other factors including sex, ethnicity, socio-economic
differences (including area level unemployment and qualifications data) and
pupil specia educational needs (SEN), as well as attainment levels. The
nationa analyses included matched NPD/ILR/HESA data from 533,070 young
people who had been in the 2001/02 Y ear 11 cohort, while the analyses of the
sub-cohort included survey, school and policy-related data from 9,090 young
people (8,308 of whom were in Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge schools and
782 of whom were in comparison schools) matched to the NPD/ILR/HESA
dataset.

1

Morris, M. and Golden, S (2005) Evaluation of Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge Interim Report
2005. DfES Research Report 648. London: DfES.



Introduction

Aimhigher, atargeted programme for young people aged 13 to 19 in England,
has its antecedents in at least two separate initiatives, Excellence Challenge
and Partnerships for Progression (P4P). The Excellence Challenge programme
was initialy established by the then Department for Education and Skills
(DfES) in 2001, with the aim of increasing the number of young people from
disadvantaged backgrounds who had the qualifications and aspirations
necessary to enter higher education, with a particular emphasis on raising
aspirations to those institutions with higher entry requirements. It became
known as Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge in 2003 and, in August 2004, was
integrated with Partnerships for Progression, a programme that had been
funded by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) and
the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) since April 2003. The unified
programme, known as Aimhigher, is managed by HEFCE on behalf of the
LSC and the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS), working
with the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) and the
Department of Health (DH).

Aimhigher is along-term policy, since it will be at least five years before the
youngest groups of targeted pupils progress to higher education. The NFER
(in consortium with the London School of Economics and the Institute for
Fiscal Studies) carried out the DfFES-commissioned longitudina evaluation of
the Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge policy between 2001 and 2004,
following seven cohorts of young people (with around 10,000 respondents in
each cohort) through compulsory education and (for the older cohorts) into
their post-16 destinations. In effect, this provided survey data on three cohorts
of young people who were in Year 11 in the spring terms of 2002, 2003 and
2004 in a random sample of participating schools. Subsequently, in a survey
commissioned by HEFCE in 2005, these three cohorts were followed up into
their post-16 and post-18 destinations; this involved the 15,232 young people
who had given their permission, when they were in Year 11, to be contacted
again. Of these, 3,877 (25% of the sample) responded to a detailed survey of
their experiences, attitudes and aspirations since they had completed post-
compulsory education.

This earlier survey provided some detailed insights into the educational
outcomes for the respondents, most of whom had continued into further
education, post-16, and some of whom had already gone into higher education.
It suggested that levels of aspiration to higher education were greater amongst
the younger cohorts (who may have had a longer exposure to Aimhigher
activities), proportionally more of whom (at age 17) intended to go to
university than their older peers (aged 18 and 19). Proportionally more of the
younger cohort also aspired to pre-1992 institutions. Nonetheless, the survey
also left many questions unanswered. What were the outcomes for the non-
respondents? What proportion of the various Aimhigher cohorts actually went



on to higher education? Were there any differences in the proportion of young
people from Aimhigher schools that entered university compared to young
people from comparison schools, where there was no such exposure? Were
there any differences in the type of universities the young people went to
what proportion went to those universities that traditionally have higher entry
requirements, for example?

This report draws together the findings from NFER s secondary analysis of
matched data from the National Pupil Database (NPD), the Individual Learner
Record (ILR) and the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA), exploring
the relative probability of progression to higher education for the first cohort
of young people who were in Aimhigher schools and those who were in non-
Aimhigher comparison schools. The initial data matching (between the NPD,
the ILR and HESA data) took place at the then Department for Innovation,
Universities and Skills (DIUS), while subsequent matching to evaluative
material obtained during the evaluation of Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge
was carried out at NFER. Throughout all of these data matching exercises,
confidentiality of survey and other responses was maintained and it was not
possible for the research team to link information directly to any individua
respondent or research participant.



2.

Research aims and datasets

The project had two clear aims:

To assess the impact, if any, of Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge
. | on progress to higher education amongst young people from
yy: | ‘non-traditional higher education backgrounds’

10 identify the policy-related factors that might contribute to
. | such transition for those from ‘non-traditional higher education
_] backgrounds *

The specific make up of non-traditional groups may vary from area to area
(and from university to university). In policy terms, they are generaly
regarded as including young people from disadvantaged and lower socio-
economic groups, young people from some minority ethnic groups and young
people with disabilities, those who are looked after by local authorities and
those who enter higher education via a vocational route.

The phased introduction of Aimhigher meant that the study was able to draw
on data both from young people in Aimhigher schools and young people in
comparison non-Aimhigher schools. When Excellence Chalenge was
introduced, in 2001, it followed the previous phased implementation of
Excellence in Cities (EiC), a DfES policy to overcome barriers to learning,
increase motivation and raise attainment that had been operating in 64 local
authorities across England. Excellence Challenge was first launched in Phase
1 and Phase 2 EiC areas and in non-EiC Education Action Zones (EAZs; since
re-named Excellence Clusters). This meant that, to begin with, it was possible
to draw a comparison group of schools (and pupils) from the Phase 3 EiC
areas and from the matched non-EiC comparison schools (see Figure 1).

The widening participation initiative (by now known as Aimhigher:
Excellence Challenge) was extended in 2003 to incorporate the Phase 3 EiC
schools, so these no longer comprised part of the comparison group, which
was thus reduced to the remaining non-EiC, non-EAZ comparison schools.
Following the amalgamation of Aimhigher: Excellence Chalenge and
Partnerships for Progression, in 2004, the last of the non-EiC, non-EAZ
comparison schools became integrated into the full Aimhigher programme;
this removed the possibility of any further comparison cohorts.



2.1

Figure 1
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The cohorts involved

The origina evaluation obtained detailed survey and policy-related data from
96,058 pupils in 581 Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge schools and from
17,840 pupils in 108 non-Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge schools. In total,
seven cohorts of pupils and students took part in the evaluation of the

Aimhigherwomparison

group -
became
treatment
group in 2003

programme; these cohorts are set out in Table A.



Table A Excellence in Cities/Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge
survey cohorts

2000/01 2001/02 ‘ 2002/03 ‘ 2003/04 2004/05 ‘ 2005/06 ‘ 2006/07

7

.
-

Cells that are shaded show the years for which individual pupil-level survey data is available
at NFER. Note that some of this data was gathered as part of the evaluation of the EiC
programme. The 2000/01 data collection was pre Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge.

* Cohorts 1, 2 and 4 include comparison data from pupilsin Phase 3 EiC schools

** Cohort 3 includes comparison data from pupils in Phase 3 EiC schools and non-EAZ, non-
EiC comparison schools

While all of these cohorts are of interest to any longitudinal evaluation of
Aimhigher, matched NPD/ILR/HESA data from DIUS was available for only
one cohort (Survey Cohort 4) in time for the secondary anaysis presented
here. The pupils in this cohort werein Year 11 in 2001/02 and so were likely
to have made the progression to higher education (whether at age 18 or age
19) by September 2008. For this cohort information was available from:

« Longitudinal survey responses from 2000/01 (pre-Aimhigher: Excellence
Challenge) to 2005/06 for 8,308 Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge
students and 782 non-Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge comparison
students.

« Policy-level data (such as a young person s designation as a member of
the widening participation cohort or as gifted and talented) on each
individual pupil obtained directly from the schools and matched to the
survey data.

«  Questionnaire data from young peoples teachers and their schools
senior management teams, again matched to the pupil survey data.

- Matched NPD/ILR/HESA data.
- Additional data on:
local levels of deprivation (using the Income Deprivation Affecting Children

Indicator IDACI)

local levels of qualification (identifying children living in areas where a high
percentage of the population was qualified to no more than Level 1)

local levels of employment (identifying children living in areas where a high
percentage of the population had never worked or were long-term unemployed)



local levels of higher education provision (the number of university places

available within the geographical area)

local levels of higher education participation (based on HEFCE predictions

arising from Census variables).

2.2

The remaining cohorts (Cohorts 1 to 7) are also of interest to the longitudinal
study research, but are dependent on the release of future matched
NPD/ILR/HESA data. Of these, Cohorts 1, 6 and 7 would have had the longest
exposure to Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge, while Cohort 5 is likely to have
had the least exposure. From a policy perspective and for comparative
purposes, Cohort 3 is of most interest, potentially, since it would yield the
largest number of non-treatment (that is non-Aimhigher: Excellence
Challenge) pupils and students. When this cohort was in Year 11 in 2002/03,
survey responses were received from 12,810 Aimhigher: Excellence
Challenge pupils and 5,607 non-Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge pupils.
Table B provides an overview of the numbers of potential students in the
various survey cohorts, by year.

Table B Numbers of surveyed young people that, potentially,
could also be matched to linked NPD/ILR/HESA
datasets

2000/01 | 2001/02 2002/03 2003/04 2004/05

The analytical approach

The study adopted a staged approach to the research. In the first instance, the
team conducted a multilevel logistic regression analysis of data from the
matched national and anonymised NPD/ILR/HESA dataset for over 500,000
pupils, in order to see whether there was any association between being in an
Aimhigher school and progression to higher education (details of this anaysis
areincluded in Annex A). Subsequently, the study focused on the sub-sample



of just over 9,000 survey respondents from Cohort 4 in 2001/02 in order to
assess the relative impact of particular policy-related interventions, school
ethos and pupil attitudes and aspirations for progression to higher education.

It should be noted, at the outset, that each of the various sources of
information identified for the project presented some constraints:

- The survey data relied on self-reported data; young people s memories of
the activities they had undertaken may not aways have been
comprehensive, while their attitudinal data might have reflected the mood
of the moment, rather than long-held or even deeply-held views about
learning and higher education.

- Of the 8,308 Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge students who responded to
the Y ear survey in 2001/02, 896 had been in schools in EAZs that were not
included in EiC? and would not have been exposed to any of the strategies
that had taken place in the previous two years under that initiative. This
means that they would not have had the same level of experience of
activities designed to raise aspirations or overcome barriers to learning and
so might, effectively, have more in common with the comparison cohort
than the treatment cohort.

«  The combined NPD/ILR dataset is acknowledged as a valuable resource,
but the lack of consistency between earlier versions of the two
administrative datasets means that it is also a flawed resource (Schagen
et al., 2006).

The NPD, for example, has been applauded as an unrivalled administrative data
system during compulsory education, but, as noted by Schagen et al., (2006) it has
serious weaknesses at post-16, particularly in relation to tracking of participation and
retention.

The strength of the ILR, by contrast, is in such tracking, but, at least for earlier
versions of the dataset (including that accessed for this project) the main weaknesses
are related to the ways in which data is aggregated to individua student level (the
basic unit for earlier versions of the ILR was the course not the individual) and the
ways in which the ILR collated and presented total attainment measures, which was
less comprehensive than the NPD.

In undertaking the analysis, the research team adopted a rigorous approach
and, given the size of the dataset and the ways in which potential conflicting
data were identified and handled, the research team believe that the findings
arereliable.

2 Ppupilsin schoolsin EAZsin Phase 1 and 2 EiC areas would have had the same level of potential

exposure to EiC astheir peersin other Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge treatment group schools.



3.1

Key findings

The findings are presented in two stages reflecting, first, the national analysis
of outcome data for the 533,070 young people from the 2001/02 Year 11
cohort for whom we have matched data and, second, analysis of the data for
the 9,090 young people in the 2001/02 survey cohort for whom we were able
to match survey and outcome data. The picture that emerges demonstrates an
apparent positive impact of the programme on some (though not all) groups of
disadvantaged young people and other non-traditional entrants to higher
education.

What impact has Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge had
on progression to higher education at a national level?

Young people with average attainment levels at Key Stage 4 and in receipt of Free
School Meals were more likely to have progressed to higher education if they
attended an Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge school than if they attended a non-
Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge school.

Young people with average attainment levels at Key Stage 4 from Aimhigher:
Excellence Challenge schools were as likely to go to high entrance requirement
universities as young people with the same level of attainment from non-
Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge schools.

The anonymised NPD provides information about all (or most) young people
in maintained schools in England. The schools that were included in the
Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge initiative (the treatment schools) were
flagged on NFER s Register of Schools (ROS), which meant that it was
possible, using the linked HESA/NPD/ILR dataset matched to the data on
ROS, to look at the relative progress of all young people from Aimhigher:
Excellence Challenge schools into higher education. It was also to possible to
assess the extent to which they progressed on to universities in which there
was, traditionally, a higher entrance requirement (that is, the Russell Group of
pre-1992 higher education institutions).

The research team carried out hierarchical multiple regression analyses
(specifically, logistic multilevel modelling) in order to caculate the
probability of any particular young person entering higher education and so to
assess the relative impact of Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge on progression.
The analysis controlled for a range of pupil-level and school-level
demographic and other factors including sex, ethnicity, socio-economic
differences (including area level unemployment and qualifications data) and
pupil specia educational needs (SEN), as well as attainment levels. The full
list of variables included in the analyses, along with descriptors, isincluded in
Annex B.



3.1.1 Progression to higher education

Out of the cohort of 533,070 for whom we had matched data at a national
level, 151,406 young people (28.4% of the cohort) progressed to higher
education. The average attainment (across the mean best eight GCSES) of
those who took up a university place was 48.4 GCSE points (equivalent to
four grade As and four grade Cs). Just under one quarter of the 144,227 young
people who had been in Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge schools (24.1%)
took up a university place, compared with 30% of the 388,843 young people
who had been in other schools. While this indicates a lower rate of take-up
from the schools that were included in the policy initiative, such a basic
comparison provides no real indication of the relative level of progression to
higher education for young people with similar levels of attainment and
background characteristics. Did high attaining young people realy have a
lower probability of going to university than their peers if they based in an
Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge school in Year 11? What impact, if any, did
the awareness raising and other programme activities to which they had been
exposed have on young people from non-traditional backgrounds, such as
those in receipt of Free School Meds or from different minority ethnic
groups? Did a focus on raising the aspirations of the widening participation
cohort have any impact on the progression of those young people who may
have been at the GCSE grade C/D borderlinein Year 10 or 11?

In order to look at the relative impact of Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge, it
was decided to look not simply at the progression of higher achieving
students, but at the progression of those with average levels of achievement
within the cohort, since young people on the C/D borderline were one of the
key target groups for the initiative. For all young people who were in the Y ear
11 cohort in 2001/02, the average level of attainment at Key Stage 4 (GCSE
and equivalent) was 35.30 points, which broadly corresponds to five GCSEs at
Grade C, and two GCSEs at grades D and one at grade F. The probability of a
young person with this average level of attainment progressing to higher
education was (as expected) generaly low, at around 10 per cent, though it
varied by sex, ethnicity, school type and levels of relative disadvantage.
Nonetheless, it provided a measure against which relative progression could
be assessed more fairly than by a consideration of young people with high
attainment alone.

Some of the findings from the statistical modelling accorded with what is
already known about progression to higher education (see, for example,
Vignoles et al.)?, whilst others added new insights into progression amongst
young people from cohorts at whom widening participation is targeted. Pupils
from grammar schools made up less than four per cent of the total cohort, for

® Vignoles, Anna et al. (2008). Widening Participation in Higher Education: A Quantitative

Analysis. Full Research Report ESRC End of Award Report, RES-139-25-0234. Swindon; ESRC
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example, but they made up over nine cent of the total higher education
contingent, with nearly 70% of the 20,574 young people in the 2001/02 cohort
taking up a university place, compared with a progression rate of 26.8% across
all non-selective schools (28.4% across all schools). The difference was not so
great for other school types, but a school effect was evident, nonethel ess, with
faith schools and 11-18 schools aso apparently over-represented amongst
those schools from which university entrants were drawn. Over one third
(34.9%) of young people from faith schools and just under one third from
schools with sixth forms (32.4%) took up higher education places.

Further analysis of the data suggests that such differences in progression are
not solely related to differences in attainment levels alone, however. This is
particularly evident when one looks at the outcomes not of those with the
highest attainment, but of those with only average levels of attainment at Key
Stage 4. Logistic regression analyses demonstrated that, on average, young
people with the mean level of attainment for the cohort (35.30 GCSE points)
had a 9.2% probability of entering higher education. Probability levels were
higher for pupils with average GCSE attainment from faith schools (11.1%),
schools with a sixth form (10.1%) and large schools (9.8%), even when we
took into account young people s background characteristics and their levels
of prior attainment at GCSE (see Figure 2). This suggests that there may be a
school effect at work; why should the probability of progression to higher
education be significantly lower for young people from non-selective schools,
11-16 schools or medium sized schools? On average, young people with the
mean level of attainment from these schools had a 9.2% probability of
entering higher education, while those from small schools had a lower
probability, at 8.6%. Trandated into student numbers, this could suggest that,
out of every 100 young people of average attainment from a non-selective
school or 11-16 school, nine young people would take a place in university,
but for a similar 100 with the same background characteristics and prior
attainment, an additional two young people from faith schools, would become
university entrants.



Figure 2 Relative percentage probability of pupil with average
attainment (35.3 GCSE points) entering higher education
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Variations in relative probability of university entrance were also evident in
relation to particular groups of young people. Over two fifths (41.6%) of those
with a first language other than English (EAL) in this cohort took up a
university place. Although they comprised only 8.8% of the total cohort
population, they made up 12.9% of the higher education population for this
cohort. The probability that a young person of average attainment and with a
first language other than English would enter higher education was 13.9%,
compared with 9.2% for native English speakers. This difference in
probability was evident at al levels of attainment; for young people with EAL
and high levels of attainment (at least eight A or A* grades at GCSE) the
probability of taking up a university place was 84% compared with 76.7% for
other students. Similarly, young people with an average level of attainment,
but from non-white ethnic backgrounds, were more likely to make a
progression to higher education than students from white ethnic backgrounds
with the same demographic and attainment characteristics (see Figure 3).

11
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Figure 3 Relative percentage probability of pupil from minority
ethnic group with average attainment (35.3 GCSE
points) entering higher education
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Girls made up 55.5% of the university population for this matched cohort,
although they made up only 49% of the total population of the cohort. Nearly
one third of all of the girls from the 2001/02 Y ear 11 matched cohort (31.8%)
entered higher education, compared with 24.8% of the boys. Nonetheless, as
the statistical models demonstrated, girls with average levels of attainment
(9.2%) were no more likely than boys (9.2%) to take up a university place.
The outcomes for high attaining girls and high attaining boys (that is, at least
eight A grades at GCSE) appeared marginally more differentiated than at
lower levels of attainment. At this level, the probability of entering university
was 76.7% for males and 75.8% for females.

Y oung people with SEN, including those who had a statement of needs, but
who obtained at least an average level of qualification at GCSE were more
likely to take up a university place than their demographic peers adifference
that was evident also amongst the high attainers (those with eight GCSEs at
grade A or higher); high attaining young people with statements of SEN had
an 83.7% probability of entering higher education compared with an 76.7%
probability for young people with no recorded special needs. It should be
recognised that the numbers were small (less than one per cent of the higher
education population from this cohort had a statement of SEN) and that only a
minority of young people with a statement of SEN progressed to university
(ust over six per cent of the statemented SEN cohort). Nonetheless, this

35



finding highlights the importance of comparing medium and longer-term
outcomes for those with similar levels of attainment and challenges the notion
that young people with SEN are less likely to go to higher education than their
academic, socia and economic peers without identified needs.*

Given these variations by school and pupil type, what has the analysis to say
about the impact of Aimhigher: Excellence Chalenge? Of particular relevance
for theinitiative are the findings that:

« Young people from Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge schools with only
average levels of attainment at GCSE (35.3 points) were more likely than
their academic and social and economic peers to take up higher education
places.

- Although young people in receipt of Free School Meals were less likely
than their peers to progress to higher education (a probability level of only
7.7%), young people with average attainment levels at Key Stage 4 and in
receipt of Free School Meals were more likely to have progressed to
higher education if they attended an Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge
school than if they had attended a non-Aimhigher: Excellence Chalenge
school.

These differences were not large, but were statistically significant. For
instance, while young people from non-Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge
schools with only average attainment had a 9.2% per cent probability of
entering higher education, those from Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge
schools had a 10.3% probability; a difference that equates to around one extra
higher education entrant for every 100 young people of average attainment.
This higher probability was not evident amongst those with the highest levels
of attainment, however, where the likelihood of entering higher education was
marginaly lower for Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge students (74.4%) than
for non-Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge students (76.7%) of whom more
(7.8% compared with 4.2% in non-Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge schools)
were high attainers (see Figure 4).

4

Model 1 and Chart 1 in Annex C present the coefficients and odds ratio of young people entering
higher education against al of the significant variables

13
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Figure 4 Probability of going to higher education: by GCSE
'best 8’ score
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The association between being in an Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge school
and entering higher education was more evident for young people in receipt of
Free School Meals. Just over six per cent of al higher education entrants from
the 2001/02 Year 11 cohort had been in receipt of Free School Meals, while
13.4% of al Free School Mea recipients from that cohort had taken up a
university place (a total of 9,561 young people), compared to 28.4% of all
young people and 30.7% of young people who were not in receipt of such
meals. The relative proportion of Free School Mea recipients from
Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge schools entering higher education (atotal of
5,276 young people) was greater, at 14.8%. Further statistica analysis
suggests that this difference was not due solely to chance.

The logistic regression analysis showed that a student of average attainment at
GCSE on Free School Meals was only four fifths as likely as a similar non-
Free School Meals student from a more economically advantaged home to
take up a university place at age 18 or 19. A similar Free School Meal student
who had attended an Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge school, had a higher
probability than non-Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge Free School Meal
students with the same average level of attainment (35.3 points) of entering
higher education (9.4% against 7.7%). Although it is not possible at this stage
(and with only one year s worth of matched data) to impute any causa
relationship between Aimhigher: Excellence Chalenge and entering higher



education, there appears to be a positive association between attending an
Aimhigher: Excellence Chalenge school and subsequent university entrance
for young people in receipt of Free School Meals (see Figure 5). This might
equate to one or two extra higher education entrants out of every 100 young
people of average attainment (although just one extra young person of higher
attainment) making that progression.

Figure 5 Probability of going to higher education by students on
Free School Meals
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As Figure 5 demonstrates, the probability line for going to university for those
on Free School Meals was below the line of expected probability, while for
those on Free School Meals and in an Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge
school, the line was marginally higher. By comparison with a young person on
Free School Medls in a non-Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge school with a
50% probability of going to university as a result of their prior attainment, an
Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge school student on Free School Meals would
have an increased probability (nearer to 53%) of going to university.

So, what impact did Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge really have on the
progression of the 2001/02 Y ear 11 cohort? The statistical model suggests that
there was a small, but significant, Aimhigher effect for pupils in Aimhigher:
Excellence Challenge schools and an additional positive effect for Aimhigher:
Excellence Challenge pupils who were eligible for Free School Meals. What
does that mean in relation to the young people in the cohort? Table C shows
the proportion of pupils in Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge and non-
Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge schools according to their Free School Meal
status.
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Table C Basic frequencies

Aimhigher: Non-Aimhigher:

Excellence Challenge | Excellence Challenge

Pupils Pupils

As noted, the proportion of Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge pupils in receipt
of Free School Meals who took up a higher education place (14.8%) was
higher than the proportion of non-Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge pupils
(12%) taking up such places. Once model coefficients have been determined it
is possible to apply those predictions to a cohort of pupils to see what the
model predictions mean for a real cohort. By switching the Aimhigher:
Excellence Challenge effects on and off we are able to determine the effect of
a pupil being in an Aimhigher: Excellence Chalenge school. When the
logistic multilevel model was re-run, excluding the Aimhigher effects, it
predicted that a dightly lower proportion (13.5%, a 1.5 percentage point
decrease) of Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge Free School Meal pupils would
take up a university place (see Table D). The model aso predicted that fewer
non-Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge pupils would make this progression (a
0.2 percentage point decrease to 11.8%). This suggests that there may have
been some underlying differences between the two Free School Meals cohorts,
with those in the Aimhigher: Excellence Chalenge schools aready more
likely to go to university than their disadvantaged but non-Aimhigher:
Excellence Challenge peers.

Table D Model predictions excluding Aimhigher: Excellence
Challenge effects

Aimhigher: Non-Aimhigher:

Excellence Challenge @ Excellence Challenge

pupil pupil

Once the Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge variables were re-included in the
model, however, the predicted level of progression rose to 14.6% for
Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge pupils but remained at 11.8% for non-
Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge pupils (see Table E). In effect, the final



outcomes from the modelling are very close to the actual progression pattern.
What they demonstrate is that the impact of Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge
on pupils eligible for Free School Mealsis to raise the progression rate by just
over one per cent (from 13.5% to 14.6%), which equates to one additional
entry for every 100 young people on Free School Medls. In other words,
Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge appears to have benefited one of the key
target groups for the programme particularly; those young people on Free
School Meals.

Table E Model predictions including Aimhigher: Excellence
Challenge effects

Aimhigher: Non-Aimhigher:

Excellence Challenge Excellence Challenge

pupil pupil

The story for some other groups of young people is not quite as clear. Young
people of average attainment from Indian and Pakistani backgrounds in non-
Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge schools had probabilities of 30.7% and
29.5%, respectively, of going to university. Their peers in Aimhigher:
Excellence Challenge schools appeared to have slightly lower probabilities (of
27.9% and 27.1%, respectively) of making this progression. This is still
significantly higher than the progression rates of their white British peers,
where the probability of progression was 9.2% (from non-Aimhigher:
Excellence Challenge schools) and 10.3% (from Aimhigher: Excellence
Challenge). In effect, the impact of Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge, in
raising the probability of going to higher education for al pupils, may have
narrowed the gap (slightly) in progression rates between Indian, Pakistani and
white British pupils.
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