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Executive summary

This project was commissioned by Aimhigher East Midlands and Aimhigher West Midlands to explore whether expectations and working practices of staff in schools and colleges can influence the participation and progression of disabled learners in aspiration and attainment raising activities.

The project was established with the following aims:

1. To identify examples of good practice where staff encourage the participation of disabled learners in aspiration and attainment raising activities. 
2. To explore whether schools and colleges are inadvertently acting as gatekeepers inhibiting the participation of some disabled learners in Aimhigher activities. 
3. To identify approaches and strategies for practitioners to facilitate the removal of barriers or restrictions inhibiting participation of disabled learners.
4. To develop practical solutions for practitioners involved in selecting and recruiting learners for Aimhigher and widening participation (WP) activities to help them more systematically include disabled learners.
The two project staff worked in one Aimhigher region each with a cross section of schools and further education colleges (FECs) including six mainstream schools, two FECs, one special school and one local education authority (LEA). Face to face interviews were conducted with a range of staff in the institutions using a structured questionnaire.
This final report summarises the project findings and includes recommendations to enhance practitioner understanding and to identify solutions for a way forward, incorporating examples of good practice from the regions.

It became apparent early on in the project that the majority of institutions either did not collect data on the number of disabled learners participating in Aimhigher activities or they were unable to produce this data. In a few instances where data was available, it was not robust.

None of the staff interviewed in the participating institutions were aware of the percentages of disabled students studying in higher education (HE) or the ratio of students with specific impairments within the HE disabled student cohort. The exception to this was one FEC with a high proportion of disabled students with significant needs.

All mainstream schools were aware of the Aimhigher criteria to target learners from ‘lower socio-economic groups’ with ‘potential to benefit from HE’. However, in general, there was not a strong culture of targeting learners for participation in Aimhigher or WP activities evident in schools and colleges. This creates a particular difficulty for staff when asked to target disabled learners as there are no systems or strategies in place to additionally identify this cohort. With a clear steer from central government and the recent HEFCE guidance on targeting it is now imperative that the general lack of targeting of disabled learners is addressed. However it was apparent that many staff felt uncomfortable targeting any group of young people as they preferred to adopt an inclusive approach. 

None of the participants from the schools or colleges were aware that disabled young people can be targeted regardless of the lower socio-economic group criteria eg learners living in areas of deprivation as indicated by the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD). School staff were not aware that all disabled young people are eligible for Aimhigher participation providing they can be considered to have future HE potential, as is also the case with looked after children.
In other instances staff could not identify who their disabled learners were unless they were on the special educational needs (SEN) register. This latter point is intrinsically linked to the problem of definition of disabled learners. 

The definition of disability is different in the school, further education (FE) and HE sectors. However there was awareness of the breadth of the definition of ‘disability’ within the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) legislation among interviewees. The school model focuses very much on support for learning for students who experience difficulties keeping up with the curriculum for whatever reason. Therefore despite awareness of the DDA definition of disability the only pupils that a number of schools declared to Aimhigher as being disabled were those with statements of additional learning needs (SEN).

If a young person is on the SEN register there is a clear legislative requirement to support them but if the young person is disabled and not on the register they are not necessarily supported in school. This has a secondary effect as the SEN register is also used to prioritise information, advice and guidance services provided by the Connexions Service. There is a further impact on targeting and selection of disabled learners as it is the statemented cohort of learners who are most easily identified. Those disabled learners without a statement may not be recognised as being disabled. They may be under-performing as a result and so may not be considered to have HE potential. The effect is they are not targeted for participation in any Aimhigher programmes.

In addition, in certain cases, Aimhigher co-ordinators in schools are not aware of the definition of disability being used by Aimhigher and HE widening participation practitioners.

Major barriers identified inhibiting participation in Aimhigher for disabled learners included not having access to appropriate support workers; conflicting school and college agendas ie disability issues can be forced down the institutional agenda by more pressing concerns; and a lack of data identifying disabled learners outside the statemented group. This included two key issues: lack of data on learner progression and difficulties in monitoring Aimhigher participation. School staff interviewed could not correlate information about learners who had gone onto HE with the information about the learners who have participated in Aimhigher activities. They are not able to access the data held by Connexions services due to data protection issues. Therefore they cannot identify what aspiration and attainment raising interventions are working for their learners. Another key barrier is the concern of parents, who may not want their disabled child to take risks, participation in Aimhigher can be perceived as presenting risks. Parents can also perceive progression to HE as unrealistic or pointless.

Further identified barriers were transport and the age restrictions for participants. There was a perceived lack of appropriate accessible transport; staff were not always aware that Aimhigher could arrange accessible transport, taxis or alternative transport. With regard to age restrictions, many disabled learners are older than their peers when they are ready to sample Aimhigher and WP activities.
The interviews did result in the identification of examples of good practice which included discrete events delivered for disabled learners, placing Aimhigher at a strategic level in the institution, a proactive approach being taken by Aimhigher Area staff, using flexibility in selection criteria such as age, progression events for parents, and using an active Alumni to encourage disabled learners to consider Aimhigher and HE as a viable option.
The interviews also revealed a number of perceived barriers to progression to HE for disabled learners including:

· Lack of successful role models.
· Need for extra time to achieve qualifications and maturity.
· Lack of self confidence.
· Not attaining the required level of educational achievement due to reasons relating to disability.
· Concerns by parents.
· Cost implications.
· Questioning the value of HE.
· Complexity of the application process.
· Suitably adapted accommodation.
The recommendations made in the report are grouped into themes around data; identifying disabled learners; targeting and selection; definition of disability; major barriers to participation; and good practice.
It appears from the sample of ten schools and colleges and the LEA participating in this project that the expectations of staff in these institutions, their working practices and the organisational infrastructure of the institutions can influence the participation and progression of disabled learners in aspiration and attainment raising activities and into HE.
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1
Introduction  
This project was commissioned by Aimhigher East and West Midlands to explore whether expectations of staff in schools and colleges can influence the participation and progression of disabled learners in aspiration and attainment raising activities that can also impact on their subsequent progression into HE.

From the outset the project was aware of the need to build on work conducted by the Aimhigher national AchieveAbility project working with learners with specific learning differences in schools and the Aimhigher National Disability Summer Schools project (2007). In addition research looking at the perceptions of the barriers and enablers to HE from the disabled students perspective conducted on behalf of the East of England Aimhigher (2008) has informed the project as has the longitudinal research already undertaken in the West and East Midlands for example at Hereward College and the Aimhigher Leicestershire Disability Strand.

2
Rationale

The rationale for conducting this project derived from concerns expressed by a number of practitioners attending a series of disability training workshops in May and June 2006, in the West Midlands entitled: ‘Reaching disabled learners and planning accessible events’. The majority of participants were Aimhigher practitioners, however a number of HE institutional marketing and WP staff also attended the workshops. Some of the key concerns expressed were that:

· Selection of disabled learners for outreach activities relies heavily on staff in schools and colleges and that Aimhigher and HE WP practitioners cannot influence this process.  

· Some teachers and head teachers are reluctant to send a learner onto an outreach activity if it reflects badly on the school for example a pupil with a behavioural problem. This can apply to disabled learners, as there may be a perception that these learners will not easily fit in or be able to fully benefit. 

· Some school staff feel disabled learners will not be capable of progressing to HE therefore there is little point choosing them for Aimhigher activities. 

· Head teachers, Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators (SENCOs) and Aimhigher selectors in schools play different roles in enabling or inhibiting participation in aspiration-raising activities so it is important to understand these influences.

3
Aims, objectives and outputs

The project was therefore established with the following aims:

· To identify examples of good practice where staff encourage the participation of disabled learners in aspiration and attainment raising activities. 

· To explore whether schools and colleges are inadvertently acting as gatekeepers inhibiting the participation of some disabled learners in Aimhigher activities. 

· To identify approaches and strategies for practitioners to facilitate the removal of barriers or restrictions inhibiting participation of disabled learners.

· To develop practical solutions for practitioners involved in selecting and recruiting learners for Aimhigher and WP activities to help them more systematically include disabled learners.

This would be achieved through the delivery of the following objectives:

· Direct intervention with head teachers, SENCOs and Aimhigher selectors in schools and colleges to identify reasons why selection or non-selection of disabled learners, with potential for HE, is happening from the point of view of the school or college. 

· Identify good practice in, and barriers preventing, selection of disabled learners for participation in Aimhigher activities. 

· Produce guidance informed by project findings to enhance practitioner understanding, which will help to formulate strategies and identify solutions for a way forward, incorporating examples of good practice from the regions.

· Produce a report summarising the project findings. 

Expected outcomes from the project:

· Increased awareness of the issues around selecting disabled learners for participation in aspiration-raising activities.

· An increase in the number of disabled learners being selected for Aimhigher and WP aspiration-raising activities.

· Closer alignment of expectations between school, FE and HE staff in respect to disabled learner participation.

· The project report will inform wider research which seeks to better comprehend the issues around the selection and progression of disabled learners into HE. 

4
Methodology

Five Area Aimhigher leads or co-ordinators in each of the East and West Midlands were asked to identify one education provider to participate in the project, either a school, FEC or special school, comprising 10 institutions in total. The researchers specifically wished to include mainstream and special schools and FECs within the cohort to obtain a broad spectrum picture. 

Face to face interviews were then conducted with up to three staff in each participating school or college. This usually comprised the Aimhigher co-ordinator and the SENCO or equivalent and a senior manager with responsibility for Aimhigher or learner progression. 

For the interviews project staff devised three bespoke structured questionnaires, one for each type of organisation, a college, special school or mainstream school. The questionnaire included specific questions directed towards the roles of head teachers, SENCOs and staff with Aimhigher responsibility in these organisations. (See the appendix for an example questionnaire). Staff in participating schools and colleges were asked to complete and return the first three questions prior to a face to face meeting with the project staff. The questionnaire was piloted in one institution prior to full implementation.

A total of 24 staff were involved in the project from schools, special schools, FECs and an LEA which played a large role in the selection of learners for Aimhigher programmes.
FEC1 
3 staff: the nominal Aimhigher co-ordinator, careers and schools liaison officer, the disability adviser and the learning support manager. 

FEC 2
3 staff: the Principal, the student service co-ordinator and the head of development and research.

Special school 
2 staff: both deputy heads, one with responsibility for post 16 pupils, the other primary pupils but with responsibility for Aimhigher.

School 1
3 staff: the Aimhigher co-ordinator, the temporary SENCO and a member of the learning support team.

School 2
3 staff: the Assistant Principal pastoral support and Aimhigher lead, the SENCO and the year 7 to 9 SENCO 

School 3 
3 staff: Aimhigher co-ordinator and head of year, head of the special unit for physically disabled pupils and the co-ordinator of the special unit.


School 4
2 staff: the head of the hearing impaired unit and the Aimhigher co-ordinator

School 5
1 staff: the SENCO

School 6
2 staff: the SENCO, and a senior learning mentor

LEA
2 staff: the head of data and evaluation, and a data analyst
5
Background information about the schools and colleges

5.1
FEC 1

It is usual for approximately 50% of level 3 learners from the college to go on to study in HE. The college has few HE programmes and no foundation degrees. This year there were 75 level 3 learners applying for HE level courses. Information was not available on the numbers of disabled learners within this cohort. The college receives some funding from the local Aimhigher Area to deliver activities.

The college undertakes outreach work with local schools and has link programmes, particularly one with a special school for physically disabled young people. Taster evenings are offered at the college and a member of staff goes to talk about FE as a progression route.

5.2
FEC 2 

An integrated college catering for disabled residential learners and learners from the local community. The FEC has residential provision for 120 disabled learners. Provision is funded for 16 -25 year olds and offers a wide range of courses both vocational and A-level as well as pre degree foundation courses. Approximately 12 learners per year (10% of the residential disabled learners) go on to HE. To date the FEC has received no funding from Aimhigher for any aspiration raising programmes although it has been funded to undertake research into the experience of disabled students in HE.

5.3
Special school 

A school for learners with a wide range of impairments including physical and learning difficulties up to 19 years of age. Recently the school has started catering for growing numbers of learners with Asperger’s Syndrome and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). A number of learners who are capable of reaching level 3 and then going on to HE have come from mainstream schools where they have had unsuccessful educational experiences. The school teaches up to GCSE level. Subsequently a few learners then attend a local mainstream school on a part time basis to study ‘A’ levels. Learners also progress onto FEC post school. On leaving the school learners have a range of qualifications and ability levels; the majority at entry level, a few achieve one or two ‘A’ levels. Those pupils who have the ability to succeed at ‘A’ level rarely have enough time to obtain the required number of UCAS points while at the school due to interrupted schooling (as a result of ill health, medical treatment etc), or developmental delays. The school has not yet had any learners who have successfully progressed on to HE but hope this will change next year with its first learner, who is currently studying in FE. 

5.4
School 1 

This school, catering for learners aged 11 – 16 years, is situated in one of the worst areas in the country for progression into HE. Many young people are encouraged by their families to leave school at 16 and enter employment. There is no real tradition of HE participation. Most schools in the area do not have 6th Form colleges. Most learners do progress to FE. However the change of education providers at 16 leads to difficulties for the school in obtaining HE progression data for monitoring purposes. 

5.5
School 2 

This school is a newly created sports academy with new premises catering for learners between the ages of 11 - 18 years. 50% of learners stay on to ‘A’ level. The school aims to increase this by 10%. Currently some learners opt to go on to a local FEC and study vocational qualifications or ‘A’ levels. It is a mainstream school with integrated special needs provision. All learners undertake an English and mathematics screening on entry at year 7. The majority of young people with learning difficulties or specific learning difficulties (SpLD) are therefore identified when they start at the school. Few learners have physical or sensory disabilities. Most statemented young people have general or SpLD, Asperger’s Syndrome or ADHD. In future, due to more accessible premises, the school hopes to attract more learners with physical disabilities and possibly with more HE potential (ie they may have physical disabilities but no learning difficulties). The school has a longstanding relationship with a local university with learners attending subject specific open days and academic staff coming to the school to talk to pupils.

5.6
School 3 

A school currently catering for learners aged 11 – 16 years. Although the school has good GCSE results learners do not generally progress to HE. There is very little parental experience of HE and often parental pressure on young people to obtain employment as soon as possible. The school is building a 6th form unit which will offer mainly vocational subjects. It is anticipated that the local FEC will be a natural progression route as it offers vocational subjects at level 4. 

5.7
School 4 

An urban and ethnically diverse school in an area of huge deprivation (the surrounding ward is one of most deprived areas in the country). The school has 750 learners, aged 11-19 years with a hearing impaired unit with 12 learners who are deaf or who have severe hearing loss. Nearly all the learners fall into the criteria for the Aimhigher target group using the IMD. The 6th form college was re-established three years ago and has approximately 50 learners on level 2 and A-level courses.

5.8
School 5

A mathematics, science and technology status school with an age range of 11-19 years. Following an Ofsted
 inspection the school was placed on special measures. There are approximately 1400 learners of which 14 have statements. The school tends not to have any learners with extreme special needs as they would be more likely to attend the local special school. The majority of the 14 statemented learners have moderate learning difficulties. 
5.9
School 6 

This large school is an eight form entry with 1,450 pupils and a large 6th form of 300 learners. It is located in a rural area with the majority of the learners being transported into school from surrounding hamlets and villages by a fleet of 17 school buses. The school received an ‘outstanding’ status in a recent Ofsted inspection. This sought after school has a significant number of requests’ from learners with special needs to attend the school as it has a good reputation for providing inclusive education. Currently there are 35 statemented children and 200 pupils on the special needs register. 60% of learners stay onto into the 6th form.

5.10
Local Education Authority  
The LEA has 57,000 pupils on its data base. The learning service provides data for supporting learning mentor programmes with years 9, 10 & 11 and HE challenge- year 12 in the LEA. 

6
Staff with designated responsibility for Aimhigher co-ordination 

Staff interviewed were asked about where responsibility for Aimhigher and progression lay within the institution and whether there was a specific time allocation for this role. The following is a summary of the information interviewees provided.

6.1
FEC 1

Has a member of staff who acts as a conduit for Aimhigher information. Details of Aimhigher and WP activities are usually passed on to others with relevant responsibility. Responsibility for knowledge about Aimhigher and WP programmes and co-ordination is shared depending upon the focus of the activity. The named member of staff in the college does not have specific time allocated for co-ordinating Aimhigher activity. 

6.2
FEC 2

Is not officially involved in Aimhigher so there is no designated staff member leading on Aimhigher. However there is a member of staff with responsibility for progression and this member of staff organises an enrichment programme for all learners interested in going onto HE.
6.3
Special school
Has a senior member of staff with responsibility for Aimhigher and co-ordination of activities, this is part of the role and no additional time is allocated. However Aimhigher funding received by the school is utilised to provide activities for the whole school.

6.4
Mainstream schools
Five of the six schools had a named person with responsibility for Aimhigher, of these four had time allocated to the role, one did not. Staff with Aimhigher responsibility in two of the schools were seconded from the Connexions Service. Aimhigher funding provided to one of the schools contributed to the cost of cover to release the member of staff from other duties. In the school without a named person the SENCO unofficially took responsibility. 

7
Aspiration and attainment raising programmes being accessed, school and college years of participants and monitoring of the number of learners participating

7.1
Types of aspiration and attainment raising programmes being accessed by learners 

The types of programmes pupils were involved in varied significantly between institutions. These included summer schools, visits and taster days, open days, master classes, workshops about university, subject specific and enterprise events and activities for all pupils such as science enhancement days. These activities were variously funded via the Area Aimhigher programme, the Aimhigher healthcare strand, the allocated school Aimhigher budget, mainstream school funds, or local HEIs WP budgets. Frequently the schools and colleges did not differentiate between these funding sources.

One member of staff at a FEC said:

“We receive the annual Area Aimhigher prospectus but I am not really aware of what activities are most suited to FE learners and where the activities fit progression wise for our students. “

7.2
School / college years from which learners are selected to participate in Aimhigher or WP activities

     FECs  
Learners in years 9 – 13 are invited to participate.

     Special school 
Learners are generally selected from year 11 and 12 for participation in external activities. All pupils can be involved in internal Aimhigher funded activities.

     Mainstream schools Learners in years 7- 13 are invited to participate.

7.3
Monitoring of learners known to have participated in Aimhigher activities by programme 

Three of the mainstream schools had no record of the number of learners or disabled learners participating by programme in Aimhigher. They were therefore unable to provide any data. One school and one FEC did not participate in any of these activities. There was unclear data available from the remaining institutions on the numbers of disabled learners participating by programme in Aimhigher.
8
Awareness of under-representation of disabled people in HE

None of the staff in the participating institutions , except the integrated FEC, were aware of the percentages of disabled students in HE or the ratio of specific impairments within the disabled HE student cohort. However they were not surprised by the fact that disabled people are one of the most under-represented groups of HE students. 
9
Participation and selection

9.1
FEC 1 

The college does not have a systematic means of recruiting learners to participate in Aimhigher and WP activities. Staff were able to identify only one programme that any of their learners had participated in, this was a discrete programme run specifically for dyslexic FE students at the college. Academic tutors on level 2 and 3 programmes are asked to send information out to their students; learners are therefore not actively recruited or selected. The college finds it problematic to identify individuals. Tutors do not see the significance of these opportunities and therefore do not recommend them to their students. It is difficult to directly target students for participation in aspiration or attainment raising activities because it is hard to obtain accurate personal contact details and students do not tend to use their college email addresses. However staff felt they could do more to target learners if needs be.

Staff thought it was unfair to offer an Aimhigher or WP experience to some students and not others, and expressed the view the college would prefer an inclusive approach. In addition it was felt that students do not like to be singled out as being special or different, they do not want to be told they are more eligible to participate in Aimhigher than their peers. Staff explained that many college learners would fall within the Aimhigher target group anyway as many are from low income families or lower social classes and a large number are disabled students (particularly if a DDA definition of disability is being used). 

The careers officer in the college, who has some responsibility for disseminating information about Aimhigher programmes, goes to talk to groups of the college’s students about HE opportunities. However there is insufficient time to undertake this systematically and comprehensively.

The college has progression evenings for parents and learners where future options are discussed. HE as a progression route is usually only discussed with level 3 learners.

Staff were unable to identify whether learners had participated in Aimhigher activities. They believed that this information was available to the Connexions Service but that due to data protection legislation details were not passed to the college.

9.2
FEC 2

Is not officially involved in Aimhigher programme activities.

9.3
Special school

All pupils who have the capacity to go on to HE are invited to participate in Aimhigher activities by the school. The Aimhigher co-ordinator and all staff know all the pupils with HE potential; this usually applies to only one or two learners. The school is now starting to identify pupils earlier in year 9. Staff keep a watching brief on students with HE potential. Only pupils studying for 5 GCSEs or more are considered for participation in Aimhigher activities (only summer schools). As far as the school is concerned this indicates that they may have the potential academic ability and the maturity to progress to HE and to cope with the summer school experience. However the learners in this special school are often older than their peers studying at the same level in mainstream schools.

9.4
Mainstream schools (1 to6)

All mainstream schools were aware of the Aimhigher social class and potential for GCSE criteria which should be applied to the selection of learners. None of the participants from the schools were aware that disabled young people can be targeted outside the social class criteria eg they do not have to live within a certain post code area. School staff were not aware that all disabled young people are eligible for Aimhigher participation providing they can be considered to have future HE potential, as with looked after children.

9.4.1
School 1 

Selection is focused to some extent on which pupils the co-ordinator feels will benefit from a particular event. Then the co-ordinator checks to see if they meet the Aimhigher criteria. The SENCO was not aware of the Aimhigher targeting criteria as distinct from those pupils who are eligible to be on the gifted and talented register. The Aimhigher co-ordinators commented that the distinction between Aimhigher and Gifted and Talented criteria were blurred. The school has recently appointed a new Gifted and Talented Co-ordinator so there is likely to be more distinction in future. Staff in learning support were not aware of aspiration raising activities on offer within or outside the school. 

9.4.2
School 2 

The Aimhigher cohort is identified by the assistant principle in charge of assessment and data analysis. This list is passed to the assistant principle with responsibility for pastoral support who matches learners to Aimhigher activities. Selection is usually based specifically on this list, although sometimes a broader spectrum of learners can be involved. Selection is ultimately based upon the Aimhigher co-ordinator’s view about the appropriateness of the activity for a learner.

“We often encourage pupils who have never thought of HE as a future option (despite the university being practically next door) to attend the HE taster days. The reason for this is that it can often help if someone new, other than the school, is giving the message that staying on at school and considering HE is a real option.”

Existing pupils who are statemented or in receipt of school action
 are not currently progressing to HE as it is considered that they do not have HE potential. The school is aware of one pupil only with potential for HE but both the pupil and their parents do not value HE as an option. (See barriers section, employment is generally the preferred option for all).

9.4.3
School 3 and 6

Pupils are targeted based on the Fischer Family Trust data
 which gives predicted grades for pupils at Key Stages. This year the schools reported they had also had to use the post codes of these pupils to further identify individuals due to greater levels of targeting required by Aimhigher. This was considered to be much more time consuming. In school 3 the co-ordinator also discusses the merits of learners participation in Aimhigher with the pupil’s head of year if they have potential to achieve 5 grades A* – C at GCSE. 

“We are able to use a broad and flexible definition of HE potential as this has been agreed with Aimhigher. We are aware that some pupils will not achieve GCSE grades straight away but may do so in future and we want them to participate in Aimhigher to raise their aspirations generally.”

Where larger cohorts of students are involved in an activity the criteria is much broader. “For example the whole top half of the achievers in the year go on the activity.” The school completes Aimhigher application forms for certain activities such as master classes and underachiever’s residential programmes where disability declaration is requested.

9.4.4
School 4

The school adopts an inclusive approach to selecting learners for Aimhigher participation depending on the activity. Certain activities are organised by the year head who is then responsible for choosing the learners to participate. Usually staff are given broad selection criteria for each event to help identify learners. In most cases the Aimhigher coordinator is involved in selection in discussion with year heads.
9.4.5
School 5

Is not officially involved in Aimhigher programme activity.

9.5
LEA 
The learning service is responsible for the first stage of selecting learners for learning mentor programme with years 9, 10 & 11 and HE challenge with year 12. Selection only covers schools and  not colleges so disabled learners at college will not be selected. All special schools are included in the targeting.  

The criteria for selection is based on two factors- capability measured by gaining the appropriate Key stage 2 level and the IMD. They rely on the schools for accurate data for them to create data base to select from.
10
What do schools and FECs think Aimhigher practitioners are referring to when they say ‘disabled learners’

The definition of disability is different in the school, FE and HE sectors. 

“In general the terms most commonly used are:

· Schools – pupils with Special Educational Needs (SEN)

· Further education – learners with learning difficulties and/or disabilities (LLDD)

· Higher education – disabled learners

Many children who have special educational needs could be considered disabled under the Disability Discrimination Act, although they may not identify with this term themselves. Some disabled children do not have special educational needs. An example of this might be a physically disabled pupil who, aside from particular physical access needs, does not have individual learning support needs. Another example might be a pupil with a long-term health condition who does not get extra help at school for learning, but who would be considered disabled under the Disability Discrimination Act.” (Wray and Haughton 2007).
10.1
FE Colleges

Due to the fact that dyslexic learners were targeted in one Aimhigher area one FEC felt the Aimhigher emphasis on disabled students was mainly focused on learners with SpLD. This member of staff expressed the belief that:

“Aimhigher staff feel OK about learners with visible disabilities. They can identify the disability (it is visible) and can support the students. They are less confident about learners with hidden disabilities hence the fact that they have been targeting dyslexic learners.”

Another member of staff felt the focus was on visible disabilities, particularly people with mobility difficulties but went on to say that there were growing numbers of students with Asperger’s Syndrome at university. Also there was a perceived lack of support in HE for student with mental health difficulties and a feeling that this group is stigmatised which will impact on the willingness of learners to disclose their disability to anyone in HE. There was general agreement amongst the FEC staff that they were not clear about the criteria determining the Aimhigher cohort.

The national integrated FEC has a high number of students with complex needs. Staff are aware of the wide spectrum of impairments and medical conditions that are covered under the DDA and the cohort that Aimhigher and HEIs are referring to when they use the term ‘disabled’.
10.2
Special school

The school was aware of the full range of impairments covered under the DDA and the cohort that Aimhigher and HEIs are referring to when they use the term ‘disabled’. Pupils attending the special school do identify themselves as being disabled. This may be because all their peers in school are disabled and the fact that the school talks about disability issues, rights and responsibilities. Some pupils are however very reluctant to be statemented, they do not like the idea of being labelled, and consider that having a statement may lead others to think they are stupid. Learners also do not want to be seen as different or to be singled out.

Within the school there is also awareness of the issues relating to pupils with hidden disabilities and declaration of disability eg Asperger’s Syndrome and ADHD. Staff recognise the individual’s right to choose the support they access and whether they declare their impairment in different circumstances such as to HEIs. The school are also aware that there may be issues for people with behavioural difficulties and the HE institution when they enter HE if the learner has disruptive behaviour. However staff felt this would rarely be an issue because by the time pupils are ready for HE they will have matured and their behaviour is likely to be less of an issue.

10.3
Mainstream schools (1 to 6)

Aimhigher co-ordinators in schools are not always aware of the definition of disability being used by Aimhigher practitioners or HE staff. It is something which has not been considered previously. However there was an awareness of the breadth of the definition of ‘disability’ within the DDA legislation. As a member of staff in one of the schools stated:

“The school model is based on support for learning so the focus is very much on students who experience difficulties with learning for whatever reason. Therefore despite our awareness of the DDA definition of disability the only pupils who we declare to Aimhigher as being disabled are those with additional learning needs, at present this has been students with a hearing loss only. “

Staff in schools also tended to consider pupils who had physical or sensory needs as being disabled and did not automatically consider pupils with SpLD or other learning needs such as Asperger’s Syndrome as being disabled. As a result they did not identify these pupils to Aimhigher staff if application forms requested this information.

“The general definition of disability we use focuses more on physical and sensory needs of pupils. We are aware of the breadth of impairments considered to be disabled but we work within a framework of SEN, by which we mean those pupils with additional learning needs, mainly school action and school action plus.”

Many pupils that a school considers to be disabled, ie the learner has SEN, are not likely to achieve 5 GCSEs and are therefore not deemed to have HE potential. There is an issue with pupils who have mild SpLD in school as they may cope with the curriculum and therefore not be identified as needing additional support but may be underachieving academically. Two of the schools screen pupils for SpLD and one is training a member of staff in order to refine and improve the identification and support of dyslexic pupils so this situation may change.

In addition, pupils who experience behavioural difficulties or temporary emotional issues due to problems at home could be designated as school action and school action plus. Both these terms, when applied in this context, do not necessarily denote pupils who are disabled. 
One school did not consider learners with behavioural difficulties to be disabled. Only pupils with more ‘extreme forms of disabilities’ are put on the disability register, not learners with ADHD and similar conditions. These pupils would be categorised as having behavioural difficulties rather than disabilities. Another school expressed similar views as they said they have a lot of learners with behavioural difficulties but had not considered them to be disabled. 

One school is in an area that is working towards minimising statements for disabled young people. As a result the school has very few statemented young people and therefore fewer pupils who they would deem to be disabled.

Staff mentioned that Deaf learners do not see themselves as disabled, they consider themselves as having a language difficulty and a culture difference.

11
Targeting and identifying disabled young people 

None of the schools were aware that disabled learners were a specific target group for participation in Aimhigher and WP activities and that social class criteria was not a determining consideration for selection of this cohort. 

One Aimhigher co-ordinator in a school commented that they had never been asked to target disabled learners and did not realise that disabled learners were a separate target group. However, if asked to do so she help would be sought from the SENCO and the head of the special unit to identify disabled learners.

‘We don’t explicitly target disabled learners just include everyone. It’s a small school so it is not a problem.’

Most staff believed that the school Aimhigher co-ordinator would know the pupils in the school with physical disabilities and those who have the greatest support requirements so they would be able to disclose the learner’s disability to Aimhigher or WP staff on request and could determine their support needs from the pupil’s Individual Education Plan (IEP)
 if necessary. 

SENCOs also commented that as Aimhigher co-ordinators in school had access to the SEN register they could identify pupils with SEN or medical needs and therefore were able to inform Aimhigher staff. Aimhigher co-ordinators in schools reported that it would be very time consuming to identify all disabled young people participating in Aimhigher or WP activities for monitoring purposes.

“We had a problem this year with the need to improve targeting of young people though post code. This was very time consuming. If we also needed to identify which pupils are disabled by looking at the on SEN register then cross checking with the paper based IEP records to find out what difficulties they have, this would involve too much time.”
One school reported being aware that some pupils who have SpLD ‘slip through the net’ in terms of diagnosis of their support needs and as a result they might struggle at GCSE. There is a consequence when pupils are being selected for participation in Aimhigher activities because they are underperforming academically.

“We do not identify pupils with SpLD as being disabled and have therefore not taken this into account or made allowances for the impact this may have had on a student’s learning and progress when we are considering HE potential. On application forms we are asked to identify pupils who are disabled and who are looked after. However we have not considered declaring students with dyslexia/ SPLD or other disabilities apart from those who are hearing impaired, possibly because we look at it in terms of the support pupils may need.”

One FEC said they are not able to determine if learners participating in Aimhigher or WP activities are disabled. In addition, staff were not aware that it would be helpful if they checked that learners were disabled and passed this information on to Aimhigher practitioners. The FE co-ordinator does not have the capacity to check if learners participating in group activities are disabled when they put themselves forward for Aimhigher. However there is a comprehensive database within the college of all disabled students which is kept by the Disability and Learner Support Service.

12
Barriers to participation in Aimhigher for disabled learners as identified by schools and colleges

.

12.1 
Personal care 

Pupils who have teaching assistants (TAs) or communication support workers (CSWs) need to take these staff with them on any Aimhigher experience. This means that these staff are being taken away from supporting other pupils in school. This is particularly problematic if two TAs are needed to accompany a physically disabled pupil. This could prevent a physically disabled pupil who remains in school from joining in mainstream classes because no support is available. The school does not receive sufficient funding from Aimhigher to provide replacement staff cover. If extra funding was received the school could potentially find staff to cover.

Parents may unwittingly prove to be a barrier to their child’s participation in Aimhigher. Understandably parents want to be assured that support workers allocated to their child for residential activities such as summer schools are experienced and are already known to their child to help make the experience more effective. They are sometimes worried that support workers who are not known to them could put their child at risk. Aimhigher and WP practitioners find it difficult to arrange support workers who know the young person sufficiently well for the leaner to relax and for the support worker to know when to provide support and when to offer greater independence.

One FEC staff commented that care staff are only available during term time so when Aimhigher programmes during college holidays there is no possibility of providing personal care support.

12.2 
Conflicting school/college agendas

With the pressure of league tables, Ofsted inspections and learner achievement of GCSE grades A-C high on the agenda, many schools focus on higher achieving learners. These current and emerging pressures can force disability issues down the agenda in terms of priority. When this happens it is difficult for schools to focus on encouraging learners with disabilities or SpLD to participate in Aimhigher. 

12.3 
Lack of data on disabled learners

There are two key issues:

· lack of learner progression data 

· difficulties monitoring Aimhigher participation

Connexions staff cannot pass data to schools or colleges about individual learner progression without the permission of the learner due to data protection legislation. Schools therefore cannot monitor progression to HE. This is made even more difficult for schools that do not have a 6th form because they are not able to track the progression of students once they have gone to 6th form or FE.  The result is that school staff cannot correlate information about learners who have gone onto HE with the information about the learners who have participated in Aimhigher activities because they are not able to access the data. Therefore they cannot identify what aspiration and attainment raising interventions are working for their learners.  

“We don’t get information passed on from Connexions about learner progression. Connexions do receive this information but they cannot pass it on due to confidentiality and data protection. We can have a list of students going on to college but this does not tell the school the level of study and we don’t know how many drop out or go on to HE courses.”

The reverse is also the case for FECs in that one FEC said they cannot track the effect of Aimhigher or WP interventions or build on prior student experience as they were not aware of which of their students had previously participated in Aimhigher activities whilst at school. FE staff felt it would be useful to have this information and wanted to know if Connexions or Aimhigher would be best placed to pass on this data. 

12.4 
Insufficient links with HE
The special school commented they have had few formal links with WP or schools liaison staff in local HEIs. There is no established or recurring provision. In the recent past the school made contact directly with an academic department at one local university in order to request that a member of staff come in to the school for a day to deliver a programme of activities for the whole school. They did not receive a positive response. An experienced external consultant has been employed instead. The lack of success may be due to the fact that they made a direct approach to the academic department rather than using the schools liaison or WP route where aspiration raising funding is located and where activities are co-ordinated. The school has also not had pupils who were ready to progress to HE until recently.  

12.5 Parental concerns

Parents of learners at the schools located in particularly deprived areas are very reluctant to encourage their children to aspire to HE and so are not keen for them to attend Aimhigher or WP activities. This is the case for all learners at this particular school but it is particularly so for disabled learners. The outlook is parochial; a ‘why raise their expectations’ attitude exists. This is exacerbated for disabled learners who may be seen as precious and can be over protected. In other cases the parents do not consider their child has the potential for HE or employment.


12.6 Transport

Many disabled learners are taxied in and out of school and some have never been on a bus or any form of public transport so the travel arrangements alone were considered a barrier by some school staff. It was not common knowledge that school or Aimhigher could arrange taxis or alternative transport. 

12.7 
Age restrictions

Many young disabled learners will be older than their peers when they are ready to sample Aimhigher and WP activities. Currently many programmes recruit learners within a narrow age band and have not made clear to schools and colleges whether they can be flexible on the age limit of participants to accommodate this. 

13
Practice which works

13.1 
Sending staff with the group

One school reported that they always send a learning support assistant (LSA) with any group of pupils attending Aimhigher activities, the member of staff always stays with the group. 

“We have noticed that sometimes when other schools send pupils and they don’t leave a member of staff with the pupils then their behaviour can be a problem. We would not like to do this with our pupils and would not like their behaviour to be a problem.”

“We had a deaf young person who went on an Aimhigher experience event. Two CSW went with him but he wanted to mix with the group the CSW therefore remained in the background and provided assistance only if the pupil wanted it. This was a confident young person who is a lip speaker. When he went on the activity he had not considered HE as a future option. After attending the activity the pupil was thinking HE was a viable option so he has now gone on to study ‘A’ levels at a local college.”

This particular school also commented on the benefits of the student being supported by someone they know. This provides a phased transition experience; the environment and activities are new but there is still a familiar point of reference for the pupil if needed. The key worker also knows the pupil well so they know what they can do independently, when to allow independence and when to provide assistance.

Staff in the special school feel it was important to fund the support for the pupil (whether or not they would have this support in school). They do not consider it to be fair to ask Aimhigher to do this. 

13.2 
Discrete event for pupils with SpLD

One school reported that this year a local university ran an event for specifically for their SpLD pupils involving 5, year 10 and 11 pupils with dyslexia, dyspraxia, ADHD and Asperger’s Syndrome. A preparatory discussion was held with pupils, some of whom had to be persuaded to participate because they did not see the point of going (eg one pupil said they were only interested in a career in construction). However, those who were persuaded enjoyed the event. Parents were informed via letter and most were happy for their children to participate just for the experience.

This event was supported by university ambassadors with SpLD. During the day, pupils received information about support at university and had to undertake a presentation to their peers at the end. This proved to be a successful confidence building exercise for all regardless of whether they subsequently felt themselves to have HE potential. A slight down side was that a couple of pupils realised after the event that they did not have HE potential (ie those with some learning difficulties). However overall it was regarded as very positive by pupils and may have convinced one or two pupils to stay on to do ‘A’ levels. Mostly however all pupils are still very keep to leave school and get out to work.

13.3 
Identifying disabled learners

As part of the procedure for any external trips, all schools have to identify the needs of disabled pupils (physical and sensory difficulties) and conduct a risk assessment. One school pointed out that this should therefore happen for Aimhigher activities if the pupil was going off the school premises and pupils should be being identified by the Aimhigher co-ordinator as a result. However because this usually happens only for pupils for more complex needs the school feels that rarely if ever do they have to flag up the support needs of disabled pupils with Aimhigher staff as there is a LSA usually with them. They also commented:

“We will select any disabled learner with potential for HE no one is excluded.”

13.4 
Strategic role of Aimhigher in the institution

Aimhigher was cited as being clearly located in the operational plan of four of the schools. This embedded the work and gave it a strategic significance for the institution. Underpinning this in four institutions was Aimhigher funding allocated for internally organised activities and the designating staff time to undertake co-ordination in four of the schools. One school reported funding allocated partly from Aimhigher and partly from Connexions to resource a Connexions personal adviser to hold annual meetings with year 10 pupils.

One FEC felt it would be beneficial to embed progression and aspiration raising activities in the curriculum offer to learners; some attempt had been made to progress this. There is now a member of senior management with responsibility for curriculum in the college so this may receive some support in future.

13.5 
Proactive approach taken by Aimhigher Area staff

In one Area Aimhigher staff were proactive, initially convincing the special school to be involved in Aimhigher activities by giving very cogent reasons for pupil participation. The school reported that there is very much a ‘can do’ culture with Aimhigher practitioners. The school are now very positive about their involvement. They believe it has raised the aspirations of pupils by allowing staff to see learner potential and they feel it plays a strategic role in the school regarding aspiration raising. 

“Aimhigher has raised the awareness of teachers and changed their approach.”

Another Aimhigher Area is producing a digital resource to support mainstream and special school staff with the assistance of the FEC who have significant experience of supporting disabled learners. The pack will contain 2 DVDs and cover: aspiration  to and expectations of HE; choice of course; accommodation; the application process; the DDA and your rights; finances; social aspects of HE, and care plans and personal assistants. There will be a strong disabled student voice with two ex college students involved in the resource development.

13.6 
Flexibility in selection criteria

Aimhigher staff have made exceptions for special school pupils regarding their participation age. This is because the pupils may have come to the school late (transferring from a mainstream school) and needed time to settle or time to mature and gain independence before they were ready for Aimhigher activities. Also often pupils have had time off due to illness so they take longer to access equivalent qualifications. Two pupils from the special school have, in the past, attended mainstream summer schools with one to one support from a key worker (Teaching Assistant) provided by the school. This has allowed pupils to experience HE, try out new environments in a safe way, with assistance from someone who is familiar to them. One of these pupils was two years older than the rest of the cohort. 

13.7
Working closely with HEIs

Liaising with universities about individual special school pupils has helped to encourage progression into HE. One pupil was considering doing drama at a local university. The university made significant efforts to support this; the head of drama going to the school to talk to the pupil in question. After talking to another local university one pupil decided to go on to a specialist FE college to take an ‘A’ level in Chemistry in order to have sufficient UCAS points to study science at university.
Disability specialists in local universities have been very positive about pupils progressing to HE from this special school both in terms of support for Aimhigher participation and working with the school on planning individual pupil progression. For example, one local university came to the school to talk to pupils with HE potential about finance, and support for learning. 

In one school the Aimhigher co-ordinator arranged for a university finance officer to visit the school to explain the financial situation
and answer any student and parental queries.

13.8 
Taking an individualised approach for disabled learners

The special school and the Aimhigher approach to pupils participating in Aimhigher activities is individualistic and a close working relationship has developed. The school identifies each pupil’s progression options. A personalised, planned route is then decided upon for each pupil. The school discusses participation in Aimhigher summer schools with these pupils. The school also holds annual parents evenings to specifically discuss pupil progression. They talk to parents of pupils who are ready for participation in Aimhigher and emphasise the positive aspects of the experience. The school has a very good relationship with parents, and the parents trust the school’s recommendations for their child’s future progression. The school then work with Aimhigher practitioners to facilitate participation of these pupils. 

13.9  
Progression evenings for parents and learners

One FEC and one special school offer progression evenings for parents and learners where there are opportunities to discuss future options. HE as an option is mainly discussed with level three learners in FE and with students studying five or more GCSEs in school. 

13.10 
Life skills module

Staff at the hearing impaired unit at one school described the benefits of a life skills module run at a local college as a type of design for living and citizenship module. This was not available in the 6th form college so Deaf learners and those with a hearing loss tended to opt to go on to college as they feel more supported.

13.11
 Enrichment programme

One FEC described running an enrichment programme as a weekly session for all students interested in progressing to HE. The programme covers issues such as: what I want to achieve from HE, what would be my ideal university ie a fantasy university which encourages concentrating on what is important to them; what to look for on open days; adaptations required; what to ask staff at interviews (particularly on assessment methods) and how support is organised. Help with writing personal statements is also offered and mock interviews with subject staff at the college which simulates an academic staff interview panel.

13.12 
Active Alumni 

One FEC has active Alumni with significant numbers of ex disabled students returning to talk to existing students and who are involved in progression events. They have run a very successful ‘student voice’ conference with the aim of encouraging existing students to consider HE. Ex disabled students gave presentations about their experiences. This was a successful method of raising aspirations through use of role models.
14
Perceived barriers to progression to HE

14.1
Lack of successful role models

There is a lack of successful role models for disabled learners to meet and talk to eg deaf learners need to see young deaf role models to help them realise their own potential. 

14.2
Learners taking longer than their peers to reach equivalent educational levels
Deaf learners can be immature so they may need an extra year to mature. Taking a design for living and citizenship type of module can support this. Some FECs local to the school with a special unit for hard of hearing learners have elements of this built into their courses as a life skills module, this is not available in the local 6th form college.

Pupils who need to take time off school for health or medical reasons (eg operations) get behind in their studies. They miss out on social interactions and on return to school have to catch up. They can miss months of schooling and when they return to their studies they can get very tired and have to take more time off. These pupils are likely to take longer that their peers to get to the point where they are considering HE. They also take longer to acquire the essential qualifications necessary for progression.

When disabled learners have had to be in education longer than their non disabled peers this can sometimes result in learners feeling they have simply had enough of education for the time being. These learners may return to education at a future date.

14.3
Confidence

Disabled youngsters can be a barrier to their own progression through ‘writing themselves off’, because of their fear of the unknown or concerns about how they will survive in HE. Other disabled young people do not realise they have the potential to go on to HE. Disabled FE students can be reluctant to move on from college as the transition to HE is seen as daunting. They get comfortable and settled in at college. There is a need to do more work with learners on confidence building and realistic aspiration raising.

14.4
Required educational level 

Very few learners in the deaf unit at one of the schools in this study met the educational level necessary for progression to level three qualifications which they will need for entry to HE. Only one third of all learners in the whole school reach the required level of English (as English is a second language for a high percentage) on leaving school and deaf learners generally do not reach the standard of English required. 

Although Deaf learners and those with a hearing loss have access to the same qualifications as all learners those attending the special unit are guided to pick qualifications best suited to their current level of learning. This impacts on their ability to progress to some level three courses as they do not usually have an adequate level of English needed. Not having a grade C in English is a huge barrier for D/deaf learners. If British sign Language (BSL) is used this is not conducive to learning the structure and vocabulary necessary for English. Most learners in the special unit go onto FEC, very few opt for 6th form as they do not receive as much personal, language and academic support. Most learners choose the local FEC as there is good support for D/deaf learners. The FEC has deaf teachers, community support workers, note takers and a deaf base unit with tutors.

Many disabled learners with other impairments will also not have achieved the required qualification level to progress to level three after GCSEs because areas of the curriculum are not as accessible to them in practical terms (although theoretically they are). For instance in creative studies, media, and languages the awarding body does not recognise achievement for the practical aspects of the programme for disabled learners who have had support to undertake aspects of the qualification or who are unable to do a task. At ‘A’ level, if a student has a speech difficulty and associated problems undertaking orals for language courses is problematic. If they cannot do the assessment unaided they immediately lose 20% of their marks.

The Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA)
 rules for special considerations in examinations mean that in science subjects for example candidates are marked down if they cannot complete a practical activity independently, ie if they have to direct a key worker to do it for them. This means they lose marks for a reason that is not related to their academic ability in the subject. 
In FECs a ‘payment by results’ attitude prevails so there is pressure on staff not to direct learners to qualifications they feel they might not succeed in. Staff  try not to do this but in reality this happens as ultimately their programmes will close down if they do not obtain the results.

In special schools and FECs the perception remains that minimum specified qualifications are essential for acceptance on HE courses leading to a defeatist ‘why bother tackling the system’ attitude. However in reality some admission tutors in HE do accept disabled students without the minimum qualifications in certain circumstances.

An ASDAN
 award will offer points which count towards GCSEs but individually they are not equivalent to a GCSE. ASDAN qualification points are still not recognised by many HEIs and there is need to raise awareness of HE admissions tutors about the value of these qualifications. 

“Some of our kids are working below the lowest level of BTEC so they need more time to achieve an equivalent qualification.”

There can be a legal implication when statemented learners go out to FE on a part time basis whist still at school in that the school may be seen as not providing for that learner. The school requires parental permission to send a learner to access any alternative provision. If the parents do not give permission this additional hurdle may prevent the learner from accessing qualifications needed to progress to HE.


14.5
Concerns by parents 

Parents can be very overprotective of their children, particularly when they have physical disabilities or are D/deaf. Some think their children will not cope in HE. Some parents do not always see their children as adults.

Parents whose children have been hospitalised can also be overprotective. They can make the assumption that as they have missed so much schooling and because they are behind that they have no chance of going on to HE. In addition parents have concerns that there will not be appropriate level of support in place thus putting their child at risk.
The parents of young people with health difficulties have to make key decisions about their children’s futures when their child needs medical treatment such as a series of operations. They are aware their children will miss school and this will impact on their academic progress, but the timing of treatment can be crucial. Parents have the dilemma of knowing it is not easy to catch up when your peers have moved on educationally but knowing the operation is important too.

14.6
Financial implications 

Staff in schools believed that many parents and young people are worried about the financial implications of continued study and that they are concerned about potential debt. This worry can be of greater concern for disabled young people as their parents could worry about losing benefits. 

Those pupils with families who are living on benefits may experience some barriers. The family may not see the point of changing their son or daughter’s aspirations as the route to HE is complex and there may be no employment prospects as a result. In the meantime the pupil’s benefit entitlements may have been affected.

14.7
Pressure to earn money

A number of young people in one school are family carers and there is an expectation that they will go out to work as soon as possible. Therefore the vocational qualification route makes more sense to these pupils and their parents. The new 6th form in this school will provide level three vocational qualifications and in future 14-19 diplomas
 will be part of this progression route. The school believes that apprenticeships will then provide a vocational route into HE for many pupils as they can work, earn and study. The school had not considered the implications specifically for disabled learners. Vocational routes may be of benefit to disabled learners who struggle with academic skills for example those with SpLD or who are D/deaf. However it may be more problematic for learners with more severe difficulties who may struggle to obtain employment.

One school works closely with local employers to provide work experience which is specific to the vocational aspects of their qualification. Staff said this was very important as work experience, due to expediency, is often non specific, ‘anything the learner can get’. School involvement with employers works well because employers have the opportunity to see the pupil at work and may offer them a job or an apprenticeship. It also allows learners to think more about their future career options. Staff say the 14-19 diploma route will fit well with this as will vocational higher education routes. 

14.8
Questioning the value of HE

Staff reported significant general levels of apathy about progressing to HE as a future option and parents and learners not valuing education in general. This is a result of both social and historic factors in several of the areas. In these areas the attitude is generally that college and work are better options than HE. Many parents consider staying on at school is an excuse for their children to mess around and avoid going out to work. As one member of staff said:

“This is an area of high employment relatively although there are mostly low paid, blue collar jobs with little progression. Therefore there is no perceived need for HE qualifications. Disabled pupils and their parents are no different to other pupils in this regard.”

For families living in areas of high deprivation there is a need to reassure the parents as much as the children that HE will actually be of benefit. Parents with no personal experience of HE may not see the point of following this route. It can be a difficult pathway for disabled young people and parents may not think it is realistic or potentially rewarding enough. In these cases the school can only do so much to change parental perspectives.

Some school staff believe that professionals as well as parents are not always convinced that HE is viable a potential future option for some disabled learners.

14.9
Awareness of available support in HE

There is a lack of understanding amongst teachers about the support available for disabled students in HE and concern about the ability of students who have support in school to cope in HE eg if a student requires a lap top to write everything in school staff are unsure whether they will manage to study effectively in HE.

There is also a lack of awareness among school and FEC staff, parents and young people about how support is funded in HE and concern about the effectiveness and quality of the support available. For example staff commented that learners may receive the wrong sort of support or untrained support workers who will not foster independence.

Staff considered that personal care for learners with complex needs is a huge issue as the appropriate type of care is not always available in the HE sector. Students in HE may have to employ their own carers and becoming an employer as well as coping with HE can be very intimidating and burdensome.

There is a perception amongst parents of disabled children about what should or should not be disclosed about their child’s disability or SpLD which is based on their own, sometimes out of date knowledge of reactions to disability in HE and society in general. Learners can also have the perception that there will be a stigma attached to being disabled in HE. For instance some learners with mental health difficulties do not want others to know about their difficulties. This creates a reluctance in young people to disclose their disability because they do not understand the benefits and are not aware of the support from the HE funded Disabled Students Allowances (DSA)
. It means they are not fully aware of the support which is available in HE.  Frequently this also results in significant delays in accessing DSA support when disabled young people actually do go on to study at HE level.

Pupils who require key workers or learning support assistants in school could benefit from encouragement from these staff about progression to HE as they often spend a significant amount of time with their support staff. However these staff are rarely provided with up to date information about HE support and options so this is a wasted opportunity.

14.10
Application process

Applying via UCAS, coping with completing the application forms and the whole system can be daunting for some disabled learners. This is particularly problematic when there may be little support and encouragement from family and peers.

14.11
Negative prior experiences of education 

If a young disabled person has negative experiences of education and learning at school such as ineffective support, lack of integration or bullying this can dramatically reduce their aspirations to continue learning at any level.

14.12
Support from Connexions advisors

The support for progression for many disabled learners is via the help of the Connexions service. Connexions Personal Advisers are often kept busy coping with 

providing section 140
 transition reports for statemented learners or those on School Action Plus. There is significantly less support available for transition and progression disabled learners who are not on the SEN register.

14.13
Suitable adapted accommodation

For some disabled learners a foundation degree might be a more suitable option ie a phased process through to a degree. However one problem with this route is that many HEIs franchise FECs to deliver foundation degree courses and most FECs do not have residential accommodation provision, or adapted residential provision for disabled students. Occasionally an HEI will offer adapted accommodation on their campus for disabled students studying a 2+2 degree. 
15 
Recommendations

15.1
Data

Institutions either did not collect data on the number of disabled learners participating in Aimhigher activities, or they were unable to produce this data. In a few instances where data was available, it was not robust.

The findings indicate low awareness in the schools and colleges of known participation in Aimhigher activities by disabled learners. 
There is a general lack of data on learner progression. School staff interviewed could not correlate information about learners who had gone onto HE with the information about the learners who had participated in Aimhigher activities. Staff were not able to access the data held by Connexions services due to data protection issues. Therefore they are unable to identify what aspiration and attainment raising interventions are working for their learners.

Recommendation
	1. Destination data needs to be available to schools and FECs in order for them to track progression and learner success. As part of the UCAS Apply on Line system schools and colleges can purchase a full statistical breakdown of all their learners who progress onto HE. Schools and colleges could be made aware of this facility. http://search1.ucas.co.uk/figures/index.html 
     This is one possible solution if Connexions services cannot provide the data to  

     schools. 



15.2
Definition of disability

There was awareness of the breadth of the definition of ‘disability’ within the DDA legislation among interviewees. However the definition of disability is different in the school, FE and HE sectors. The school model focuses on support for students who experience difficulties with learning and keeping up with the demands of the curriculum. Therefore despite awareness of the DDA definition of disability the only pupils that a number of school’s declared to Aimhigher as being disabled were those with additional learning needs (on the SEN register, usually statemented).

Aimhigher co-ordinators in some schools are not aware of the definition of disability being used by Aimhigher Area practitioners or HE WP practitioners.
Recommendation
	2. A shared understanding needs to be developed of what is meant by ‘disabled learners’ across the school, FE and HE sectors and between Aimhigher co-ordinators in schools and Aimhigher Area practitioners.



15.3
Identifying disabled young people

Those disabled learners without a statement may not be recognised as being disabled, not have been prioritised for receiving support and could be under-performing. As a consequence they may not be considered to have HE potential. This can result in them not being targeted for participation in Aimhigher programmes. In not identifying young people as ‘disabled’ school and college staff can also inadvertently prevent learners from receiving information about HE provision for disabled students.

Aimhigher co-ordinators in schools do not always have access to information about which learners are disabled. They can more easily find out information about pupils who have statements as information about their disability will be on the SEN register. However this information is not available for young people who are designated as in receipt of school action or school action plus. To find out if these young people are disabled the co-ordinator would have to search paper-based Individual Education Plan records which is time consuming and not feasible given their current work load. Therefore little information is passed on to Aimhigher programmes and HEIs about disabled participants in aspiration and attainment raising activities who are not statemented.

In most of the participating schools and colleges there were no working links between the Learning Support team or SENCO and the institution’s Aimhigher Co-ordinator. Staff responsible for student support were generally not asked to refer disabled learners on to Aimhigher activities. 
Recommendation
	3. Aim to develop increased collaboration between school SENCOs or college Learning Support teams and the institution’s Aimhigher co-ordinators, or named member of staff, to provide effective sharing of information about disabled, not only SEN, learners to enable the organisers of aspiration and attainment raising activities to effectively include these learners. 



15.4
Targeting and selection

In general, there is not a strong culture of targeting learners for participation in Aimhigher or WP activities evident in schools and colleges. This creates a particular difficulty for staff when asked to target disabled learners as there are few or no systems or strategies in place to help identify this cohort. 

None of the participants from the schools or colleges were aware that disabled young people can be targeted regardless of the index of multiple deprivation and lower socio-economic group criteria. School staff were not aware that all disabled young people are eligible for Aimhigher participation providing they can be considered to have future HE potential, as is also the case with looked after children. 
In some institutions staff thought they were including disabled learners by the fact that these learners were not excluded, however on closer inspection this was not always the case. In addition SENCOs may not be aware of Aimhigher programmes on offer and so do not actively encourage disabled learners to participate or help prepare disabled learners for this experience.
FECs may not select or specifically target learners for participation in Aimhigher or WP activities at all. Some FECs can find it difficult to offer activities to some but not all learners as this can be seen as offering an advantage. 
FECs may receive information about Aimhigher programmes through the Aimhigher prospectus. However this is often too general a document for FE staff to use when targeting eligible learners. There is also not always a named Aimhigher Co-ordinator in FECs. There may be several people with a remit for learner progression who could be usefully involved in the targeting of eligible learners. These staff do not always have information about Aimhigher activities or an understanding of the criteria. It may be more effective to encourage Aimhigher to be addressed strategically in FECs so it can be promoted and embedded throughout college working practices. 
There can be confusion between the Aimhigher and Gifted and Talented cohorts as school staff are not always aware of Aimhigher or WP targeting criteria.
Recommendations

	4. With a clear steer from central government and the recent HEFCE guidance on targeting it is now imperative that the general lack of targeting of disabled learners is addressed. There is a need to support the inclusion of disabled learners in Aimhigher programmes by working towards raising awareness of the HEFCE targeting criteria
 and by explaining clearly the breadth of the definition being used (the DDA definition) as opposed to the school SEN criteria. This awareness should be raised with a wide range of staff in schools and colleges, such as relevant heads of year, SENCOs, Aimhigher Co-ordinators, careers advisory teachers and Connexions Services personal advisers.
5. Staff delivering aspiration and attainment raising activities should ensure they familiarise themselves with the information in the targeting guidance produced by the national Aimhigher Summer schools project.

6. Careful consideration is needed on how to target disabled learners without making them feel they are being treated differently.
7. Strategies are needed to support FECs to allow selection from the target group whilst ensuring other learners are not disappointed or disenfranchised. 

8. Actively promote Aimhigher or WP programmes on offer to FE students so that relevant FEC staff (eg learning mentors, student liaison, careers advisory, Aimhigher link staff) are fully aware of the range of activities and can ensure they are brought to the attention of eligible FE students through their specific roles and activities. It may be necessary to develop separate promotional material for each activity that FE students are eligible to attend so the information can be given directly to these students. 



15.5
Major barriers to Aimhigher participation
Major barriers identified that may inhibit participation in Aimhigher by disabled learners included:
· Not having access to appropriate support workers whilst participating in Aimhigher activities.
· Conflicting school and college agendas ie disability issues can be forced down the institutional agenda by more pressing concerns.
· Aimhigher and WP not having a high enough profile in school and FEC structures and as a curriculum entitlement.
· Concern of parents who may not want their disabled child to take risks. Participation in Aimhigher can be perceived as presenting risks. 
· Perceived lack of appropriate accessible transport; staff were not always aware that Aimhigher could fund and arrange accessible transport, taxis or alternative transport. 
· Difficulties with disabled young people achieving their qualifications at a later age can exclude them from participating in aspiration and attainment raising activities at the same time as their non-disabled peers despite the fact that they may have HE potential. 
· Age restrictions; many disabled learners are older than their peers when they are ready to sample Aimhigher and WP activities.
· Teachers play a critical role in the decision about who has potential for HE. This has implications for disabled learners who may be underperforming. They may not be selected to participate in activities on offer.
· Difficulties in engaging parents in considering Aimhigher activities for their disabled children.
· The cohort of learners in a school or college is not static and can change. Aimhigher decision makers need to review the involvement of particular schools (specifically special schools) as they may have increasing numbers of disabled pupils who have potential for HE who would benefit from and be eligible for participation in Aimhigher.

Recommendations

	9. Provide information and awareness raising to the parents of young disabled people and to staff in schools about access to appropriate support workers and availability of accessible transport whilst participating on Aimhigher activities.
10. Work should be undertaken with parents of young disabled people to illustrate that these learners can have greater potential than parents might assume through the use of success stories and role models. Parents would also benefit from opportunities to find out about disabled students support in HE.

11. Senior managers in schools and colleges should be encouraged to raise the profile of Aimhigher and WP as an entitlement for eligible disabled learners (not just those with statements) and ensure it is embedded in institutional planning and within the curriculum offer for these learners. 

12. There is a need for Aimhigher staff to offer flexibility on age restrictions to enable the participation disabled learners who may not be ready for Aimhigher at the same age as their non-disabled peers. Providers of aspiration and attainment raising activities should work to develop local agreements with special schools, mainstream schools and colleges to enable disabled learners to attend activities even if they fall outside the pre-requisite age range.



15.6
Identified good practice 

Examples of good practice included discrete events delivered for disabled learners, placing Aimhigher at a strategic level in the institution, a proactive approach being taken by Aimhigher Area staff to target disabled learners in special schools, using flexibility in selection criteria such as age, progression events for parents, and using an active Alumni to encourage disabled learners to consider Aimhigher and HE as a viable option.
Recommendations

	13. The identified good practice in this report should be disseminated to all Aimhigher practitioners. It would be beneficial to identify further examples or practice which works in including disabled learners in Aimhigher and WP activities and also share these.



15.7
Major barriers to progression to HE
Examples of identified perceived barriers to progression to HE for disabled learners included:

· Lack of awareness of available support for disabled students in HE. For example disabled pupils who do not receive transition reviews or section 140 agreements may miss out on disability specific advice about HE provided by Connexions (ie learners who are in receipt of school action or school action plus).
· Lack of information about successful role models.
· Need for extra time for some disabled learners to achieve qualifications and maturity, and support for these learners to progress to HE at an age when they are ready. 
· Lack of self confidence.
· Not attaining the required level of educational achievement due to reasons relating to disability eg some disabled learners will not have achieved the required qualifications because areas of the curriculum are still not accessible to them.

· Cost implications – the view that higher education is expensive. 
· Questioning the value of HE eg the view held by parents that it is unlikely that disabled learners will succeed in obtaining a graduate level job after university so there is not point in going to university.
· Complexity of the application process.
· Perceived lack of availability of suitably adapted residential accommodation.
· Disabled learners with HE potential may be advised by a disability specialist Connexions Personal Adviser or SENCO who may have little or no experience of advising learners about HE options. These young people may therefore miss out HE progression information. 

· Pupils who are in receipt of school action do not have Connexions transition reviews so these disabled learners do not receive Connexions support and may miss out on disability specific advice regarding HE.

Recommendations

	14. Provide up to date information about support for disabled learners in HE, including adapted accommodation details, to a range of staff in schools, colleges and Connexions services. Collect and actively share case studies about the experience of disabled students currently studying in HE or those who have successfully graduated. Disseminate information guides about HE provision for disabled students such as those provided by Skill
 and some Aimhigher partnerships
. A selection contain actual student voices, these can be extremely informative and motivational for both disabled learners and their advisers. 

15. The existing West Midlands guide for disabled learners should continue to be updated and disseminated.
 This could be supplemented with programmes to help increase the confidence of disabled learners and offer help with understanding the HE application process.
16. Provide role models to encourage disabled learners in schools to consider HE. If there are difficulties securing actual examples of local role models, consider producing a DVD of disabled students in HE explaining their experiences.
17. There would be benefits to working with admissions tutors and academic staff, particularly in subject areas where disabled students are under-represented, to demonstrate that disabled learners do have the potential to progress to HE and into graduate level employment.

18. Aimhigher practitioners should consider how they can work more closely with school SENCOs to raise their awareness of Aimhigher activities and the eligibility criteria, and to encourage them to champion greater participation of disabled learners in aspiration raising activities and progression to HE. Where possible try to encourage greater collaboration between SENCOs and Aimhigher co-ordinators in schools. This is likely to involve working in schools as teachers may find it difficult to attend external events. 




Glossary


ADHD

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

BSL

British Sign Language

CSW

Communication Support Worker

DCSF

Department of Children Schools and Families

DDA

Disability Discrimination Act

HE

Higher Education

HEI

Higher Education Institution

FE

Further Education

FEC

Further Education College

IEP

Individual Education Plan

LEA

Local Education Authority

LSA

Learning Support Assistant

Ofsted

Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills

SEN

Special Educational Needs

SENCO
Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator

SpLD

Specific Learning Difficulty

TA

Teaching Assistant

UCAS

University and Colleges Admissions Service

WP

Widening Participation
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Appendix


 Questions for schools
Identifying good practice in selection of disabled learners, barriers and solutions to progression.
We would be grateful if you could provide the answers to questions 1 – 3 below prior to our meeting where we will discuss the remaining questions: 

1. a) Is there a member of staff with a remit for progression/ Aimhigher (AH)? 


b) Does this member of staff have time allocated for this role?


2. Which Aimhigher programmes do your pupils participate in?


	
	How many pupils are selected for each Aimhigher activity?
	How many of these are disabled or have special needs?

	HE visits eg taster days


	
	

	Summer schools


	
	

	Ambassador visits to school / mentoring
	
	

	Open days


	
	

	Revision/ study skills sessions
	
	

	Master classes


	
	

	Other


	
	


3. From which school years do you select pupils to participate in AH & HEI Widening Participation (WP) activities?







4. Who do you think AH practitioners are referring to when they say ‘disabled learners’? 

5. a) How do / would your target learners/ pupils for AH & HEI WP activities?  

b) How do/ would you prioritise learners/ pupils (all learners) to participate in AH & HEI WP activities? 








c) What steps are/ could be involved in the selection process?  

d) Should there be different selection criteria for different outreach activities ie year group activities versus more intensive activities such as summer schools?

6. What are the issues or barriers around selecting disabled pupils for AH & HEI WP activities? 







· Do you know which learners/ pupils participating in AH & HEI WP activities are disabled (have special needs)? What are the issues about identifying them? 
· What if any issues do you have to consider when selecting a disabled learner/ pupil for AH & HEI WP activities that you don’t have to consider for a non-disabled learner/ pupil? 

· Could you identify those pupils with additional needs who are not currently on the SEN register (school action, school action plus, or statemented) who might fall into the broader definition of ‘disabled learners’ used by AH & HEI WP practitioners?




· Are there differences in the qualifications disabled pupils have access to compared to non-disabled pupils? ie do you have a practice which means some pupils take less exams / lower level etc than non-disabled pupils? 

· Do significant others (eg parents, peers, Connexions etc) have any influence on disabled learners’ decisions to participate in AH & HEI WP activities?

7. What would encourage you to select (more) disabled pupils to participate in AH & HEI WP activities? 


a) Have you received any guidance (or information), suggesting the criteria to use to select pupils to participate in AH & HEI WP activities (are they different)?

b) Are there any issues about applying this guidance?

  


c) Does it have any implications (positive and negative) for the selection of disabled pupils for AH & HEI WP activities? 





· Do you work with the school SENCO to identify and target disabled pupils to participate in AH & HEI WP activities?  

· Do you undertake work specifically with parents or guardians of disabled pupils to encourage their participation in AH & HEI WP activities? 


· Are issues around participation of disabled pupils for AH activities included in the SEF and school improvement plan?





· When developing transition planning for disabled pupils do you systematically ensure you consider AH & HEI WP activities as an option? 

8. Are you aware that disabled people:

a) Are one of the only two groups that should be specifically targeted for participation in AH & WP activities regardless of social class? 

b) Remain the most under-represented group of students in HE? 

9. What do you consider to be the key barriers and enablers influencing the perceptions of disabled people about HE as a viable future option?







10. Can you provide any examples of good practice in your school in the selection of disabled learners for AH & HEI WP activities? 


11. Can you provide any examples of positive outcomes as a result of disabled pupils participating in AH or HEI WP activities?


� The official UK Government body for inspecting schools. www.ofsted.gov.uk/


� Within the school system ‘special educational needs’ is used rather than the term ‘disability’. Pupils identified as having special educational needs are considered to require support above and beyond the norm and who are deemed to be at risk of falling behind in their education. If the pupil has not been statemented but there is cause for concern about their progress the pupil might be deemed to need school action or school action plus to support their learning. 





� Fischer Family Trust data analysis for schools and Local Education Authorities


�HYPERLINK "http://www.fischertrust.org/default.aspx"��http://www.fischertrust.org/default.aspx�





� An Individual Education Plan (IEP) builds on the curriculum that a child with learning difficulties or disabilities is following and is designed to set out the strategies being used to meet each child's identified needs. See TeacherNet � HYPERLINK "http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/management/atoz/i/individualeducationplan/" ��http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/management/atoz/i/individualeducationplan/�





� QCA is the regulatory body for public examinations and publicly funded qualifications http://www.qca.org.uk/aboutQCA.aspx


� ASDAN offers a wide range of Awards for young people of all abilities. They aim to recognise and reward their skills as they complete 'Personal Challenges' in such areas as sports, healthy living, community involvement, work experience, expressive arts, relationships, citizenship, personal finance and enterprise.  http://www.asdan.org.uk


� Diplomas, the new national qualification for 14-19 year olds. More information from the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) 


http://www.dfes.gov.uk/14-19/index.cfm?go=site.home&sid=3&pid=224&ctype=None&ptype=Contents





� Disabled Students' Allowances are grants to help meet the extra course costs students can face as a direct result of a disability, mental health condition or specific learning difficulty when studying at HE level.


http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/DisabledPeople/EducationAndTraining/HigherEducation/DG_10034898


� A Section 140 assessment by a Connexions adviser for a disabled young person in the final year of compulsory schooling, if they are likely to progress to post-16 education or training, or HE. The assessment results in an action plan outlining their educational and training needs, and provision required. See DCSF 


 www.dcsf.gov.uk/localauthorities/_documents/content/2509070006_CXP142%20-%20Annex%201,%20guidance.doc


� HEFCE Guidance on effective ways to target outreach activities at people from communities under-represented in higher education. It refines the definition of the target group for Aimhigher and outreach activity; provides a methodology to make targeting more effective; and sets out a process for measuring the effectiveness of the targeting process. http://www.HEFCE.ac.uk/pubs/HEFCE/2007/07_12/


� Aimhigher National Summer schools project guidance: Targeting and Recruiting Disabled learners. 


http://www.aimhigherwm.org/uploads/documents/doc_436.pdf


� Skill, National Bureau for students with disabilities. Into series


http://skillcms.ds2620.dedicated.turbodns.co.uk/shop/shop_listProducts.asp?graphics=on&catID=3&parentName=Into%20Series%20-%20careers%20guides%20for%20disabled%20students,%20trainees%20and%20jobseekers&hLevel=1&parentsParentName=Higher%20Education&parentsCatID=8


� Aimhigher East of England guide for disabled students. Thinking about higher education


http://www.aimhighereastofengland.org.uk/clientUpload/resource/disability%5Feducation%5Fguide%5FFINAL%2Epdf


� West Midlands Aimhigher. A guide for disabled learners in higher education http://www.aimhigherwm.org/uploads/documents/doc_437.pdf
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