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2. Executive summary 

 

 

Overview 
 

The aim of this research, as set out in the Greater Manchester Higher [GMH] Brief 1 document, is ‘to 

establish what benefits have been achieved through partners working collaboratively to deliver 

outreach activity within the GM Higher model’. It also requests that the research ‘examine with 

partners the impact the current organisational/funding model has had in relation to co-operation, 

impartiality and the balance between partners’, and to ‘consider the impact that changes to this model 

might have on these factors, and how best to sustain the cooperative relationships and strong 

impartiality formed under the current model’.  

 

 

Research questions 

 

To achieve the outcomes stated, nine research objectives were identified, and presented as research 

questions:  

 
1. Have universities working collaboratively through Greater Manchester Higher reduced duplication 

in provision and increased economies of scale for schools, colleges and universities? 

 

2. How effective is the collaborative model in reaching a wider range of schools and colleges and 

reducing the number of schools with no HE engagement?  

 

3. Has the collaborative model enabled more effective support of targeted groups of students (e.g. 

care experienced, disabled learners) than individual institutions working in isolation?  

 

4. How has the partnership helped address local needs?  

 

5. Has collaborative working increased schools’ access to impartial advice and guidance for targeted 

learners in years 9-13 across Greater Manchester? 

 

6. What are the benefits for schools and colleges in engaging with outreach delivered collaboratively? 

 

7. What benefits do institutions gain from collaboratively gathering evaluation and impact evidence? 
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8. What other benefits have been realised by our partners from working collaboratively?  

 

9. What have been the challenges of the collaborative model of working? How could this approach be 

improved?  

 

In addressing this ninth question, attention has also been paid to the challenges imposed by the 

pandemic on outreach during the spring and summer of 2020, as well as since schools and colleges 

have returned, and to GMH’s response to these challenges. In addition, following consultation with 

members of the central team, one other question was posed to those surveyed: 

 

10. How should the partnership be planning for the end of phase two of the Uni Connect programme.  

 

 

 

Methods and approach 

 

In addressing these questions the study adopted a qualitative approach by gather the experiences, 

insights and views of a sample of individuals from each of the main key stakeholder groups, 

comprising members of the central team and steering group, hub managers and key contacts in 

partner schools and colleges, as well as graduate advisors and student ambassadors. In total, 48 

individuals were surveyed, using semi structured interviews, which were either conducted by phone 

or (asymmetrically) by email.  

 

 

 

Key findings 

 

Efficiencies  

 

Q1. Have universities working collaboratively through GMH reduced duplication in provision and 

increased economies of scale for schools, colleges and universities? 

 

 Steering group members talked about a close alignment between GMH’s objectives and those of 

their own institutions and organisations.  
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 There was wide agreement amongst steering group members that they were kept adequately 

informed of the work of GMH, including via regular meetings with members of the central team, 

as well as updates provided by email and through the Glasscubes platform. 

 

 Steering group members confirmed that there were suitable opportunities to contribute to the 

direction and work of the network. Positive feedback was provided regarding the central team’s 

responsiveness to feedback. 

 

 A number of efficiency gains arising from a co-ordinated programme of outreach were identified 

by interviewees. These included the collective development of resources, and the introduction of 

measures to minimise the duplication of provision and ensure consistency in the nature and 

quality of outreach provided across the region.  

 

 The additional capacity that GMH has been able to provide was recognised by interviewees, in 

terms of increased levels of outreach activity, as well as in facilitating the sharing of resources and 

expertise. 

 

 Interviewees also discussed the collective influence that a network of universities and colleges 

was able to exercise, including in cultivating working relationships with other regional 

organisations, as well as in contributing the national outreach agenda. 

 

 

Reach 
 

Q2. How effective is the collaborative model in reaching a wider range of schools and colleges and 

reducing the number of schools with no HE engagement? 

 

 Interviewees were in general agreement that through the work of GMH the outreach offer had 

been made available to more young people than would otherwise have been the case. 

 

 The insights provided by teaching professionals indicated that the breadth of coverage that GMH 

had been able to secure was accompanied by high levels of school and college engagement. 

 

 Interviewees also observed that GMH had now acquired a high level of recognition amongst 

partner schools and colleges. 
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 In terms of facilitating greater school and college engagement, interviewees highlighted the key 

role played by regional hubs. 

 

 

Targeting 

 

Q3. Has the collaborative model enabled more effective support of targeted groups of students than 

individual institutions working in isolation? 

 

 Interviewees, including teaching professionals, discussed how GMH’s work has been successfully 

directed towards those from the Uni Connect cohort.  

 

 Whilst the targeting criteria used by the Uni Connect programme is based on measures of HE 

participation at age 18/19, the majority of the teaching professionals interviewed also described 

their institutions’ catchments as encompassing areas of high social deprivation.  

 

 Whilst teaching professionals understood the targeting criteria used by the programme, a number 

argued that it did not always align with their institution’s measures of disadvantage. These 

sentiments were shared by a number of other interviewees, including hub managers and 

members of the steering group. 

 

 However, there was an appreciation of the flexibility with which the targeting criteria had come 

to be applied, and which enabled a proportion of non-Uni Connect learners to participate in a 

range of interventions. 

 

 

Needs 

 

Q 4. How has the partnership helped address local needs. 

 

 Interviewees identified a number of challenges faced by the young people from widening 

participation backgrounds they worked with. These included: 

 

o A tendency to stay in the areas they grew up in, and to follow, or to describe an intention to 

pursue, the career paths taken by their parents and other local adults 
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o A lack of familiarity with higher education, a limited awareness of progression routes and a 

belief that HE is not for them, along with social expectations that they will seek employment 

following the end of compulsory education.  

 

 Interviewees, including teaching professionals, were positive in their overall assessment of the 

effectiveness of the GMH offer to address local needs. They also identified ways in which the 

network’s interventions had proved effective, including in:  

 

o Engaging those being targeted 

o Providing enrichment and life skills 

o Motivating students and raising their educational and career ambitions 

o Equipping young people with HE knowledge and insights 

o Cultivating HE intentions, including being able to envisage themselves participating in HE 

o Contributing to educational attainment  

o Supporting next steps decision making, including that associate with post-16 options 

o Supporting HE progression. 

 

 Interviewees also identified the particular GMH interventions they considered to be especially 

effective in addressing learner needs. These included: 

 

o The deployment of inspirational (and relatable) speakers and role models 

o Mentoring, including online provision 

o Campus visits, including those involving HE providers outside the region 

o Summer schools and finance talks 

 

 More generally, interviewees drew attention to the effectiveness of interventions that involved 

a number of ‘touch points’ and that ran over a sustained period of time.  

 

 They also highlighted the importance of an annual planning process in supporting the delivery of 

an outreach programme tailored to the needs of individual schools and colleges, and that was 

facilitated by the establishment of close working relations between regional hubs and their 

partner schools and colleges.  

 

 Some interviewees also described the cultural change in schools and colleges that GMH had help 

instil, and that has seen the network’s offer become embedded in institutional plans.  



 9 

Impartiality  

 

Q 5. Has collaborative working increased schools’ access to impartial advice and guidance for targeted 

learners in years 9-13 across Greater Manchester.  

 

 The view that the collaborative working facilitated by GMH had increased school and college 

access to impartial advice and guidance for targeted learners was expressed by a number of 

steering group members. 

 

 The value of providing impartial advice and guidance was also referenced by the same 

interviewees in ensuring that young people across the region have more options open to them 

and can make the most informed choices. 

 

 The pivotal role the regional hubs play in providing access to impartial advice and guidance for 

targeted learners was highlighted by steering group members and hub managers, as well as 

graduate advisors  - who play a central role in intervention delivery - and student advisors, who 

were conscious of the importance of communicating a range of post-18 options and of providing 

a realistic account of HE. 

 

 The teaching professionals interviewed were able to confirm that GMH’s work was ensuring that 

partner schools and colleges across the region, and their Uni Connect students, amongst others 

from under-represented backgrounds, were able to access impartial advice and guidance about 

post-18 options. In particular, reference was made to GMH being concerned with the interests 

of the young people the partnership works with, and whose presence ensure schools and colleges 

across the region have comparable opportunities to engage with a range of higher education 

providers. 

 

 A number of teaching professionals also talked about the impartiality offered by GMH extending 

beyond academic routeways, to encompass work-based options. 
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Benefits to schools and colleges 
 

Q 6. What are the benefits for schools and colleges in engaging with outreach delivered collaboratively? 

 

 Interviewees identified a range of benefits for schools and colleges from engaging with GMH that 

go beyond those associated with the provision of interventions aimed at raising HE awareness, 

understanding and interest amongst those from the Uni Connect cohort. These comprised: 

 

o The funding made available by the partnership, including in covering transport costs, and the 

fact that it is ring-fenced for the purpose outreach 

o The administrative support, including in organising transport and preparing risk assessments 

o The careers support offered, including in helping to meet various Gatsby benchmarks (and in 

providing supporting evidence for this), as well as in enhancing the careers curriculum 

o Providing tailored support to key groups of learners featured in improvement plans, and in 

contributing to measures to minimise NEET figures 

o Supporting schools’ personal development agendas 

o Acting as an arbiter, to ensure equality of provision, and a broker, enabling access to a wide 

range of providers  

o Providing quality assurance over what it delivered. 

 

 

Evidence 

 

Q 7. What benefits do institutions gain from collaboratively gathering evaluation and impact evidence? 

 

 Steering group members discussed the gains for individual institutions in adopting a coordinated, 

partnership approach to the gathering of evaluation and impact evidence. These included the 

monitoring and evaluation support provided to partner institutions.  

 

 Various teaching professionals described in positive terms the evidence provided on the impact 

of interventions involving their students, notably through feedback given at hub steering group 

meetings. 

 

 However, various interviewees suggested that more could be done, in terms of the collective 

approach to the gathering and utilisation of evidence. 
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Other benefits to partner organisations (including HE providers) 

 

Q 8. What other benefits have been realised by our partners from working collaboratively? 

 

 Interviewees identified a range of additional benefits for partner organisations (other than the 

schools and colleges receiving outreach interventions) arising from the collaborative working 

facilitated by GMH. These comprised: 

 

o Engaging with other agencies in the locality and region that also support young people, 

including local authorities and community groups 

o Helping to raise the profile of partner HE providers in target schools across Greater 

Manchester 

o Drawing on the expertise acquired by the GMH team 

o The opportunity to share ideas and to work with those from a range of different providers 

and organisations 

o The opportunity for their students to become ambassadors and acquire a range of 

transferrable skills in the role 

o Promoting the fair access agenda within their institutions. 

 

 

Challenges  

 

Q 9. What have been the challenges of the collaborative model of working? How could this approach 

be improved? 

 

 Interviewees provided insights into the challenges to collective working relating to the period up 

until March 2020, when outreach was delivered in person and face-to-face. These included: 

 

o The time commitments required by teaching contacts, as well as those representing partner 

HE providers and third party organisations, to engage, including in attending meetings 

o Ensuring school and college contacts include those in strategic, decision making roles, as well 

as in operational positions, who can deal with the practicalities of engagement. 

 

 Interviewees also considered the challenges encountered during the initial months of the 

pandemic, including the forced cancellation of some planned events as a result of lock down and 
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school and college closures. They also reflected on GMH’s response. In particular, reference was 

made to: 

 

o The high take up of various online interventions, notably mentoring provision  

o The range of resources provided on the GMH website 

o The high levels of attendance and participation at the combined virtual hubs meeting. 

 

 Whilst acknowledging the challenges likely to be encountered when schools and colleges return, 

there was a general consensus amongst interviewees, including teaching professionals, that the 

need for outreach will remain and may be more important than before, and for a number of 

reasons, including to: 

 

o Help build and sustain student motivation 

o Raise ambition 

o Enhance awareness of the wider relevance of the curriculum and what can be achieved 

o Support next steps thinking and post-18 decision making.  

 

 Having acknowledged the continued relevance and need for GMH’s support, teaching 

professionals identified opportunities during the school timetable for the delivery of outreach 

support.  

 

 However, there was also an acknowledgment that, at least in the more immediate term, online 

and virtual support would be a more realistic option. Although a number of teaching professionals 

identified a need to continue to provide where possible, face-to-face support, and were keen to 

see a return to this as the predominant form of outreach delivery when circumstances permit.  

 

 Whilst various teaching professionals spoke about the value and continued relevance of the 

‘resources’ that were to be found on GMH’s website, a range of suggestions for addition online 

provision were made. 

 

 

Planning 

 

Q. 10. How should the partnership be planning for the end of phase two of the Uni-Connect/NCOP 

programme.  
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Challenges 

 

 Whilst the pandemic posed an immediate challenge for the partnership, interviewees were 

aware of longer-term uncertainties over funding.  

 

 Without funding the prospects of collaborative outreach were considered to be very uncertain. 

Here, reference was made to the challenges to sustaining collaborative outreach that were 

encountered following the cessation of Aimhigher in 2011. 

 

 Interviewees talked about the challenges that would arise if funding was provided at a reduced 

level, including in retaining the current organisational structure. Although maintaining both a 

central team and regional hubs was considered essential.  

 

The case for continuation 

 

 Faced with uncertainties over the future of collaborative outreach, interviewees discussed the 

need to present a case for sustained funding. This included the argument that: 

 

o Outreach will continue to have a central role to play, including in responding to the immediate 

and longer-term impact of the pandemic  

o The network has invested in and developed a ‘tried and tested’ model of delivery  

o The GMH offer has become widely recognised and valued by school and college partners, 

including in complementing and enhancing their own provision. 

 

 Interviewees also discussed the case for individual institutions continuing to support a 

collaborative approach to outreach, including in widening the pool of potential applicants and, 

potentially, in providing information, advice and guidance that will help to enhance subsequent 

levels of HE success and progression.  

 

 There was a recognition amongst interviewees that the case for continuation would be 

strengthened by enhancing the evidence base and in communicating the programme’s success 

stories more widely.  
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 The teaching professionals interviewed provided a range of messages they considered those 

funding and regulating the Uni Connect programme - and who are responsible for its future 

direction and continuation - should hear.  

 

The loss of opportunities: 
 

o ‘Having the opportunity to take them out of school, to visit places and people, and discuss 

things they have never come across, raises aspirations. It gets them really thinking about 

their future. That’s priceless.’  

o ‘We want our students to have the entitlement to get to university. Without programmes 

like this, they would be excluded from it. Because of [their] socio-economic background or 

home experience, they wouldn’t know it or see it.’  

 

Complementing the work of schools: 
 

o ‘Very busy teachers have been able to create things much easier than they have ever done 

in the past’ because of the network’s support.  

o The loss of funding and what GMH offers ‘would have a huge impact on our careers calendar. 

Students are going to miss out on those activities which are really important to making 

future decisions.’  

o ‘These enrichment opportunities are invaluable.’ 

 

A greater local and strategic need: 
 

o ‘Our year 9, 10 and 11s are going to need this more than ever after everything that has 

happened.’ 

o ‘We are working in even more difficult conditions. If this goes in July, it is yet another thing 

that is deconstructing what we are trying to do.’  

o ‘Without GMH I haven’t got a prayer. Manchester hasn’t got a prayer.’ 

 

The impact on HE progression and the potential to do more: 
 

o ‘The provision GMH offers makes a massive difference to the students in school. They are 

inspired, and know they can go into higher education. It just makes such a difference to their 

lives and their future that they have that information. So many more of our students have 

gone to university because of GM Higher.’ 

o ‘GMH support us to be able to support our students. I think we’ve only scratched the surface 

of what we can do with them.’  
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What needs to be sustained 

 

 In recognition that some level of funding might be provided after July 2021, interviewees 

identified the interventions that should be sustained. Prominent amongst these were campus 

visits, including residentials, and in-school activities, including mentoring.  

 

 Suggestions were also made for how GMH’s infrastructure could be sustained with a reduced 

budget. This included a ‘smaller, more refined’ central team to maintain a number of core 

functions. Although it was recognised that greater steering group engagement in supporting the 

running of the network was likely to be required in this scenario. 

 

 Interviewees also discussed how schools and key contacts could be equipped and empowered to 

play a more active role in supporting the outreach needs of their students. This would require 

further teacher CPD during what remains of the current funding period. It might also include 

supporting partner schools and colleges to establish alumni networks. 

 

 

 

Recommendations 

 

Efficiencies 

 

1. Consider opportunities to enhance the current outreach offer by recognising and seeking to utilise 

the particular subject specialism that individual partner institutions possess. 

 

 
Reach 
 

2. Whilst the great majority of target schools are now fully engage with the GMH offer, a few are less 

involved. Consider tactics for addressing this remaining challenge. 

 

 

Targeting 

 

3. Given the recognised limitations of Uni Connect targeting, consider possible options and tactics for: 
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 Expanding the offer to more of those identified as disadvantaged according to the measures used 

by schools and colleges but who, in the judgement of teaching professionals, still have the 

potential to progress 

 

 Broadening the offer to include: 

o Younger learners, especially those in years 7 and 8, who are yet to select their level 2 options, 

or will be in the process of doing so 

o Adult learners who are pursuing level 2 and 3 courses and could benefit from further 

information, advice and guidance on level 4 and above options.  

 

4. In addition, consider approaches for enhancing the involvement of parents (some of whom might 

also be interested in exploring their own higher-level study options). In this respect, recognise the 

potential of online provision to also engage parents and carers. 

 

 

Needs 

 

5. Explore options for enhance the take up of the GMH offer, especially in relation to subject-specific 

provision. This could include encouraging information about these interventions to be sent on to 

relevant teaching staff, and in further developing the GMH website to ensure it is easy to navigate for 

teaching contacts.  

 

6. Explore ways in which the support and guidance on work-based routes could be further developed. 

This might include involving events featuring those who recruit HE level apprentices, as well as some 

of the trainees on these programmes.  

 

7. Consider ways in which interventions and outreach support could provide further information and 

advice on level 4 and 5 qualifications, including HNCs and HNDs.  

 

8. Explore options for engaging graduate advisors in the development of provision and of utilising the 

insights of experienced student ambassadors.  

 

9. Consider ways of increasing the involvement of teachers professionals in the development of 

interventions, including in allocating time in hub steering group meetings to gathering their insights. 
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Impartiality  

 

Consider how GMH could: 

 

10. Provide labour market information that links to higher education, and which would further support 

schools and colleges in meeting their Gatsby benchmarks and in helping young people to make 

informed choices.  

 

11. Equip learners with skills required to research HE courses and interpret league tables. 

 

12. Offer additional training for graduate advisors and student ambassadors, so the former, in 

particular, are better equipped to provide information and advice on post-14 options and post-16 

transitions, as well as vocational and work-based routes, whilst the latter are able to learn more from 

those with experience in the role. 

 
13. Seek to ensure more student ambassador are recruited from disadvantaged backgrounds and from 

amongst those who have taken less traditional routes into HE study and training. 

 

 
Benefits to schools and college 
 

14. Consider how the network’s CPD offer for teaching professionals could be further developed, 

including in providing guidance on how particular interventions can help support the careers 

curriculum, and advice on the range of online resources the partnership has developed. 

 

 

Evidence 

 

15. Consider ways in which evaluation and impact evidence can be regularly provided to schools and 

colleges, potentially following the delivery of any high intensity interventions, or after a co-ordinated 

programme of events. Recognise the value and benefits for schools and colleges in providing this 

service, including in responding to Ofsted requests. 

 

16. Consider how more qualitative insights into the impact of interventions could be provided, 

including by use of learner focus groups. 
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17. Explore ways to better capture the medium-term impact of interventions, including on attitudes 

and behaviours, as well as on next step decisions. 

 

18. Explore ways to work with schools and colleges in providing data on the destinations of former 

students. 

 

19. Consider how insights on the immediate and short-term impact of interventions might be gathered 

from graduate advisors and students ambassadors. 

 

20. Consider ways in which GMH could support schools in contributing to the data gathering process, 

including by capturing the views of teachers who work with groups of Uni Connect students, as well 

as in providing advice and guidance in monitoring the comparative performance of these young 

people. 

 

 

Other benefits to partner organisations (including HE providers) 

 

21. Recognise the expertise and knowledge that has been acquired by members of the GMH team, 

and consider measures to ensure this can be sustained during the current period of funding 

uncertainty, and further utilised by the partnership. 

 

 

Challenges  

 

22. Consider the potential to add to GMH’s online resources and virtual outreach provision with: 

 

o Small group discussions between students and ambassadors 

o Hosting virtual careers fairs featuring the region’s HE providers 

o Online campus visits and virtual tours that include an interactive component, such as a Q 

and A session with current students.  

  

23. Recognise and seek to capitalise on the possible advantages that online outreach can offer, 

including:  
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o The potential to reach some from the Uni Connect cohort who the partnerships has 

historically struggled to engage 

o Supporting students to learn more about online technology, including how to navigate the 

internet and develop skills in researching online 

o Providing an opportunity to increase engagement with teachers. 

 

 

Planning 

 

24. Investigate and develop the arguments made by interviewees for seeking to secure further 

funding. 

 

25. Consider measures for enhancing the evidence base and better communicating the programme’s 

successes.  

 

26. Consider how the messages presented by interviewees - and the concerns that underpin them - 

can be best conveyed to the Office for Students.  

 

27. Review the options presented for how GMH’s current infrastructure and model of delivery could 

be sustained on a reduced budget. 

 

28. In recognising that this study provides a snap-shot moment at a time of considerable change, 

consider the potential of conducting a follow-up survey of key contacts later in the school year and as 

plans for a possible next phase of collaborative outreach develop. 
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3. Introduction 
 

 
Overview 
 

The GMH project briefing document identifies that the aim of this research is ‘to establish what 

benefits have been achieved through partners working collaboratively to deliver outreach activity 

within the GM Higher model’. This to include ‘the impact that various roles within the partnership (e.g. 

Graduate Advisors, Student Ambassadors) have in relation to the effectiveness of the collaborative 

programme’.  

 

It is also requested that the research ‘examine with partners the impact the current 

organisational/funding model has had in relation to co-operation, impartiality and the balance 

between partners’. In doing so, it is observed that the study needs to ‘consider the impact that 

changes to this model might have on these factors, and how best to sustain the cooperative 

relationships and strong impartiality formed under the current model’.  

 

 

Research questions 

 

To achieve the outcomes stated, the briefing document sets out nine research objectives. These were 

presented as research questions:  

 

1. Have universities working collaboratively through Greater Manchester Higher reduced duplication 

in provision and increased economies of scale for schools, colleges and universities? 

 

2. How effective is the collaborative model in reaching a wider range of schools and colleges and 

reducing the number of schools with no HE engagement?  

 

3. Has the collaborative model enabled more effective support of targeted groups of students (e.g. 

care experienced, disabled learners) than individual institutions working in isolation?  

 

4. How has the partnership helped address local needs?  

 

5. Has collaborative working increased schools’ access to impartial advice and guidance for targeted 

learners in years 9-13 across Greater Manchester  
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6. What are the benefits for schools and colleges in engaging with outreach delivered collaboratively? 

 

7. What benefits do institutions gain from collaboratively gathering evaluation and impact evidence? 

 

8. What other benefits have been realised by our partners from working collaboratively?  

 

9. What have been the challenges of the collaborative model of working? How could this approach be 

improved?  

 

In addressing this ninth question, consideration will also be given to the challenges imposed by the 

pandemic on outreach during the spring and summer of 2020, as well as since schools and colleges 

have returned. The GMH response to these challenges will also be explored and assessed.  

 

In addition, following consultation with members of the central team, one other question was posed 

to those surveyed: 

 

10. How should the partnership be planning for the end of phase two of the Uni Connect programme.  

 

 

Report structure 

 

Having considered the GMH model of collaborative outreach (Chapter 4), provided a review of the 

literature in relation to the research questions posed (Chapter 5), and introduced the research 

approach adopted and data collection methods deployed (Chapter 6), the study’s 10 main chapters 

(Chapters 7 - 16) will address each of these research questions in turn, before some concluding 

remarks and reflections (Chapter 17) are offered.   
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4. The GMH model of collaborative outreach 
 

 

Remit and scope 

 

As part of the NCOP (now Uni Connect) programme, Greater Manchester Higher (GMH) was 

established in January 2017 (Office for Students, 2020). With over 30,000 target learners, it constitutes 

the second largest of the programme’s 29 Uni Connect partnerships. These learners are distributed 

across 45 target wards (Figure 4.1), with the partnership working with more than 120 schools and 

colleges, along with an additional 30 covered by the outreach hub. In terms of membership, GMH 

comprises five universities and 11 colleges, along with a number of other partner organisations, 

including the Greater Manchester Combined Authority (Central team interviewees [CT] 1 and 2).  

 

 

Fig. 4.1. GMH target wards 
 

 
 

Source: GMH, NCOP planning workshop, 2016. 
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Organisation 

 

Organisationally, the GMH area is divided into five sub-regions, each sub-region comprises a similar 

number of target learners and is supported by a regional hub. A core programme of interventions is 

delivered by staff based in the consortium’s HE providers, whilst a central team, supported by a 

steering group representing partner institutions and organisations, oversees and manages the 

programme. Figure 4.2 provides a depiction of GMH delivery model. The decision to adopt this model 

was informed by a scoping meeting of partners in May 2016, and was one of three models considered. 

The other two options being either a more centralised structure, or one in which programme delivery, 

as well as monitoring and evaluation would have been overseen at a local level.  

 
Figure 4.2. The GMH delivery model 

 

 
 

Source: based on figures presented at the GMH, NCOP planning workshop, 2016. 
 
 

The rationale for opting for ‘hybrid model’, was explained by CT 1. ‘There was a feeling that some level 

of central co-ordination was needed’, along with ‘some level of localised activity’. In contrast, a more 

devolved structure would have involved the development of ‘five theories of change’, whilst also 

meaning that it would be ‘very hard to draw conclusions across the partnership’, and to ensure a 

consistent approach to evaluation. The model chosen also lent itself to an already established ‘activity 

programme’, which could simply be ‘expand on’.  

 

The identified advantages to incorporating a centralised aspect to deliver align with those commented 

upon by Tazzyman et. al. (2018, 21 and 26) in their first year review of the programme. In this respect, 

they describe a ‘degree of central control’ helping ‘to ensure the NCOP offer is coherent and 
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coordinated’, and that duplication is avoided. Similarly, Bowes et. al. (2019, 21) discuss how an 

element of centralisation can ensure ‘a consistent and co-ordinated approach’ is adopted. The same 

commentators also associate ‘central control’ with a more secure oversight of ‘budget and 

expenditure’, and a reduction in ‘the need for additional accountability measures’, as well as 

facilitating the development and implementation of ‘a coherent monitoring and evaluation strategy’ 

(Bowes et al. 2019, 22).  

 

It was also acknowledged by members of the central team that providing some level of local presence 

reflected the fact that the challenges to progression faced by young people could vary between 

localities. The ‘barriers faced in Salford’, it was observed, which is ‘urban and near the city centre’, will 

be quite distinct to those in Wigan.’ Having local hubs made up of managers and graduate advisors 

from the area, or who had have become familiar with the locality, ensured a greater ‘understanding 

of local barriers’ to progression, and more ‘credibility’ when presenting the offer (CT 1 and 2).  

 

These claimed advantages are consistent with those identified by Tazzyman et. al. (2018, 21 and 30), 

who argue that ‘community-based outreach teams are effective in building local relationships, 

understanding needs and developing tailored responses,’ whilst also noting that this approach can 

provide ‘a visible presence within the school and someone who staff and students can approach for 

advice’. Similarly, Bowes et. al. (2019, 22) discuss how a local presence can enable partners to be 

‘more agile [and] able to respond and implement activities in a timely way (see also Hudson and 

Storan, 2010, 28). 

 

Figure 4.3. GMH Organisational Chart 

 
 

Source: GMH phase 2 submission document, February 2019.  
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The reasoning behind the offering of a core programme of interventions was outlined by CT 2. This, it 

was observed, enables ‘the quality of provision to be better assured’. Moreover, locating outreach staff 

- who oversee the development of the activities that comprise the core programme - in ten partner HE 

providers, including some further education colleges with HE provision, means that they can call on the 

support of people in their institutions to help with intervention development and delivery.  

 

Again, this assessment aligns with the findings reported by Tazzyman et. al. (2018, 30), who observe 

that ‘staff teams based in different higher education providers can draw directly on their host 

organisation’s expertise.’ The same commentators also observe that ‘having a range of educational 

providers’, including FE colleges, contribute to a partnership’s outreach offer ‘helps to ensure that 

learners can engage with and experience a range of different routes into and through HE’ (Tazzyman 

et al. 2018, 25). 

 

The organisational structure of GMH, as it currently operates, is illustrated in Figure 4.3. This also 

includes the partnership’s outreach hub. Established in 2018, this forms part of the central team and 

provides support to some 30 schools across the region that do not possess large numbers of NCOP/Uni 

Connect learners but do include many young people who meet other recognised measures of 

disadvantage (Figure 4.4. is a revised version of GMH’s delivery model that includes the outreach hub).  

 
Figure 4.4. Current delivery model recognising the outreach hub 

 

 
Source: based on figures presented at the GMH, NCOP planning workshop, 2016. 
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The aims of the investigation 

 

Originally, CT 2 noted, the purpose of the investigation, whose outcomes comprise this study, had 

been ‘to help us encourage the powers that be’ to renew their funding commitment after July 2021. 

However, by the time that the scoping for this project was being conducted, this prospect of renewed 

funding, certainly at current levels, appeared less likely. Consequently, CT 2 emphasised its role in 

‘informing the decisions that will be made by the governing body, and in considering what GMH should 

look like ‘after the current funding regime, when funding’, if it is made available, ‘will not be so 

generous’.  

 

Reflecting these broad objectives, CT 1 identified various questions to explore with key stakeholders. 

For steering group members, these including the extent to which they considered opportunity were 

available to inform the direction of the project, and ‘what gains they and their institutions have gained 

from the partnership. For hub managers, the key questions identified were around the success of 

meeting the needs of partner schools and colleges. Whilst for school contacts, there was an interest 

and value in discovering whether the outreach support provided to learners had an enduring effect, 

‘three, six, nine months, a year down the line’, as well as in ‘understanding what difference GMH has 

made’ and, conversely, what would they be missing if the partnership ‘were not here’.  

 

Elsewhere, a member of the steering group talked about the hope that the research would show the 

benefits of collaborative working via GMH, which might include shared learning and reducing the 

duplication of effort. Reference was also made to the impartial element of what GMH can provide, in 

representing the different HE experiences that Greater Manchester has to offer, and to the value 

placed on the collective approach to evidence gathering. Whilst captured more recently (in June/July 

2020, as part of an initial scoping exercise), these ambitions are consistent with the nine questions 

posed in the original project brief prepared in the spring of 2020. By addressing them, it should also 

be possible to assess the extent to which the objectives that informed the organisational structure 

and delivery model adopted by the partnership, and outlined earlier in this chapter, have been met.  
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5. The literature  
 
 
An initial phase in the desk research component of this investigation, and one stated in the project 

proposal, was to conduct a short review of the literature relating to collaborative outreach. The 

findings from this survey would then be used to inform the particular avenues of enquiry that would 

be pursued in relation to each of the main research objectives detailed in the project brief. In the 

following discussion, the original nine research questions (presented in bold), along with a 

supplementary tenth question that addresses the longer-term, are accompanied by details of these 

more specific lines of enquiry.  These, in turn, are placed in the context of the wider literature.  

 

 

Q1. Have universities working collaboratively through Greater Manchester Higher reduced 

duplication in provision and increased economies of scale for schools, colleges and universities? 

 

o Interviewees’ assessment of whether (and how) the programme aligns with, and complements, 

their own institution’s objectives.  

 

Baars and Menzies (no date.,1) discuss the importance for effective partnership working of having a 

‘shared goal and a shared sense of purpose’. The same observation is made by Hudson and Storan 

(2010, 28), whilst Bowes et. al. (2019, 30 and 31) identify a risk that partners will be reluctant to 

collaborate fully if it is considered that NCOP work will ‘distract’ them from their core outreach offer 

and have a detrimental impact on institutional targets and goals. 

 

o Interviewees’ assessment of communications/working relations between the central team and 

partner institutions (including what works well and why, and what could be further developed).  

 

Tazzyman et. al. (2018, 31 and 32) describe ‘good communication [as] key to effective collaboration 

between consortia members. Their research also identifies ‘effective practice in ensuring good 

communications between different partners, and between strategic and operational levels’. Here, 

reference is made to ‘regular formal and informal communication on progress’, with timely 

‘opportunities to contribute.’ Similarly, Baars and Menzies (n.d., 1) emphasise the importance to 

effective partnership working of ‘clear lines of communication’, whilst Hudson and Storan (2010, 28) 

suggest that one of the key success factors in collaborative working is that of partnership relations.  
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o Interviewees assessment of the opportunities to contribute to the direction and work of the 

partnership, and levels of fairness and transparency in the work of the partnership. 

 

o Interviewees’ perceptions of the different mechanisms available for engaging in the partnership. 

 

For Bowes et. al. (2019, 25) ‘effective [collaborative] leadership and management’ is concerned with 

ensuring ‘each member has [an] opportunity to contribute to the success of the programme’, as well 

as ‘understand the contribution their organisation is expected to make towards the achievement.’ 

 

o Interviewees’ insights into the nature and range of interventions provided to schools and colleges.  

 

o Interviewees’ assessment of (and evidence for) any efficiency gains and instances of ‘added value’ 

that have arisen from cross-institutional collaborative working 

 

Those surveyed by Tazzyman et. al. (2018, 34) in their first year review of NCOP suggest that consortia 

have greatest impact through bringing together partners and encouraging collaborations that would 

not otherwise happen. Similarly, Billett et. al. (2007, 29) discuss the sharing of resources as one of the 

‘practical benefits’ arising from partnership working, whilst one of the advantages of collaboration 

identified in a study by the Higher Education Funding Council for England [HEFCE] (2013, 65), is in 

enabling higher education institutions to ‘use their resource more cost-effectively’ (see also Wiggans, 

2012, 3). Likewise, Church and Raven’s (2015, 127) study, based in the East Midlands, identifies one of 

the ‘principal benefits’ arising from cross-institutional cooperation to be the ‘harnessing of economies 

of scale.’ 

 

 

Q2. How effective is the collaborative model in reaching a wider range of schools and colleges, and 

reducing the number of schools with no HE engagement?  

 

o Interviewees’ insights into the number and range of schools/colleges that engage in GMH 

interventions, and their assessment that a regional partnership can ‘widen the reach of outreach’. 

 

o Interviewees’ assessment of how coverage has changed and evolved (if it has) since NCOP funding 

commenced (January 2017), and accompanying explanations for how coverage - and levels of 

engagement - have changed during this period.  
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o Their assessment of school staff and learner awareness and understanding of GMH.  

 

In reporting on the benefits that a previous programme of collaborative outreach (Aimhigher) had 

afforded, Billett et. al. (2007, 30 and 31) drew attention to the ‘build[ing of] better relations with 

existing school and college partners, as well as extending the reach beyond what [institutions] could 

do alone.’ Similarly, Wiggans (2012, 6) describes findings from a HEFCE commissioned evaluation. The 

large majority of higher education providers that responded to this survey ‘identified local and 

regional partnerships as useful, or essential, in widening the reach and increasing the visibility of’ their 

own outreach offer. 

 

 

Q3. Has the collaborative model enabled more effective support of targeted groups of students (e.g. 

care experienced, disabled learners) than individual institutions working in isolation? 

 

o Interviewees’ insights into and evidence of the effectiveness of GMH inventions in targeting and 

engaging young people from key under-represented groups, and how this targeting has evolved (if 

it has) during the period of NCOP funding. 

 

Bowes et. al. (2019, 32) report on the findings from their ‘field visits’, which suggest that NCOP has 

succeeded in ‘extending outreach to target learners who may not otherwise have access to, or the 

opportunity to benefit from support, by addressing ‘cool’ and ‘cold’ spots in provision.’ The same 

authors also argue that ‘collaboration’ has enabled ‘the development of fresh ideas and innovative 

approaches to engaging target groups’ (Bowes et. al., 2019, 33). 

 

 

Q4. How has the partnership helped address local needs?  

 

o Interviewees’ knowledge of - and insights into - the challenges faced by local Uni Connect learners 

and others from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

 

o Interviewees’ insights and assessment of the partnership’s strategic and operational approach to 

identifying and addressing local needs. 

 

o Interviewees’ assessment of the success, or otherwise, of GMH’s offer in supporting these particular 

groups. 
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o Interviewees’ views on what interventions have greatest impact, the evidence for this, and their 

suggested reasons. 

 

o Interviewees’ assessment of GMH’s main achievements - both at school and individual learner level.  

 

o Interviewees’ views on what outreach interventions and support they would like to see more of, 

and why.  

 

Tazzyman et. al. (2018, 21) discuss how ‘community-based outreach teams’ have proved ‘effective in 

building local relationships, understanding [learner needs] and developing tailored responses.’ A 

comparable observation was drawn by Bowes et. al. (2019, 32 and 33) from the research they 

conducted, and which found that ‘in many instances, NCOP consortia have been ‘effective’ in 

responding ‘to local issues’.  

 

 

Q5. Has collaborative working increased schools’ access to impartial advice and guidance for 

targeted learners in years 9-13 across Greater Manchester  

 

o Interviewees’ assessment of the provision and quality of impartial IAG about post-18 options 

(including HE) received by targeted school/colleges, and their assessment of the impact of this 

provision on Uni Connect learners and others from under-represented backgrounds. 

 

o Interviewees’ insights/views/understanding of how this provision has changed (if it has) since the 

start of the programme in January 2017. 

 

One of the benefits of collaborative outreach identified in a study by HEFCE (2013, 65) concerns the 

‘delivery of impartial information about options and opportunities in higher education for learners and 

other key stakeholders’ (See also Wiggans, 2013, 3 and 4).  

 

 

Q6. What are the benefits for schools and colleges in engaging with outreach delivered 

collaboratively? 

 

o Interviewees’ assessment of the benefits for schools and colleges of engaging in the outreach 

programme offered by GMH (this might include the range and nature of provision available, access 
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to expertise and opportunities that would not otherwise be available, and to a structured 

programme of interventions)  

 

o Interviewees’ assessment of what schools and colleges value most about the work of GMH. 

 

o Interviewees’ insights into any changes in school/college cultures (and policy/practice) nurtured by 

GMH, and evidence of supporting the professional development, and HE and progression 

understanding, of teaching staff.  

 

In their survey, Bowes et. al. (2019, 33) discuss the potential for NCOP to build 'the capacity of staff’ 

within the schools and [colleges] they work’ with. Elsewhere, a study by HEFCE (2013, 65) argues that 

one of the ‘benefits’ collaboration outreach delivers is in ‘changing cultures within schools’. 

 

 

Q7. What benefits do institutions gain from collaboratively gathering evaluation and impact 

evidence?  

 

o Exploring GMH’s collective approach (and objectives) to evaluation and evidence gathering (and 

utilisation), and interviewees’ assessment of the benefits/advantages considered to arise from 

GMH’s collective approach to evaluation and evidence gathering (including the presentation and 

use of this evidence), and any areas of further development. 

 

One of the practical benefits of partnership working cited by Billett et. al. (2007, 29) in their survey of 

practitioners, concerns collaborating on evaluation and monitoring. Similarly, Church and Raven, (2015, 

127) talk about collaborative working ‘facilitating the consistency and comparability of the data that 

partners use’, as well as in enabling the findings from evaluations to be disseminated ‘in a standard 

way’.  

 

 

Q8. What other benefits have been realised by our partners from working collaboratively?  

 

o Interviewees’ assessment of the benefits that GMH’s different partner colleges, HE providers and 

third party agencies have gained from the collaborations working. 
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o Interviewees’ identification and assessment of any benefits they (in their practice and profession) 

have gained from their work with GMH. 

 

Church and Raven (2015, 127) discuss the opportunities provided by collaborative working for the 

‘identification and exchange of good practice’, and access to new knowledge and the ‘sharing of 

expertise’, as well as the potential for collective bargaining (see also Tazzyman et. al. 2018, 21). They 

also talk about the ‘forging of new working relations between people in different institutions.’ 

Similarly, Wiggans (2012, 3) identifies the nurturing of a ‘cross-sectoral understanding of perspectives 

and practical issues affecting progression to HE for disadvantaged groups’, whilst Hudson and Storan 

(2010) and Bowes et. al. (2019, 37) highlight the building of staff capacity, including by means of ‘joint 

staff developments’. Billett et. al. (2007, 29) also discuss opportunities provided for formal learning 

through training events offered to ‘practitioners’.  

 

In addition, Wiggans (2012, 4) explores the potential emergence of ‘blended professionals, [working] 

across institutional boundaries and facilitating partnership working’, whilst Hudson and Storan (2010, 

28) suggests that a collaborative and co-ordinated approach to outreach can provide a form of quality 

assurance for the schools and colleges receiving interventions. 

 

 

Q9. What have been the challenges of the collaborative model of working? How could this approach 

be improved?  

 

The avenues of enquiry explored in this section seek to recognise that the conditions under which GMH 

operates have changed significantly in recent month.  

 

o Interviewees’ assessment of the challenges to collective working when outreach was delivered 

‘conventionally’ (predominantly, in person and face-to-face and relating to the period up to late 

March 2020). 

 

o Interviewees assessment of the challenges to collaborative outreach encountered since March 2020 

(many of which are likely to be associated with the impact that the pandemic has had) 

 

o Interviewees’ accounts of how GMH responded to lockdown and the enforced closure of schools 
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o Interviewees’ appraisal of the effectiveness, or otherwise, of the partnership’s response (including 

in terms of what, if any, interventions and resources proved especially useful) 

 

o Interviewees’ assessment of whether there remains a role for outreach and the GMH offer when 

the new school and college term commences (given pressures to catch up on months of missed 

formal education and the restrictions likely to be in place on external engagement in schools)  

 

o Interviewees’ ideas on what, if any, outreach support is likely to be needed when the new school 

term starts.  

 

A study by HEFCE (2013, 65) identified one of the key challenges to collaborative working being ‘the 

difficulty of securing sustained engagement from key partner institutions, and the need to 

acknowledge the time and work required in supporting collaborative ventures. A similar observation 

is made by Wiggans (2012, 7), who emphasises the potential challenge of maintaining the 

commitment of schools, ‘in the face of an uncertain funding future and slow measurable progress’.  

 

Regarding the more recent challenges partnerships face, Raven (2020a, 255), amongst others, has 

suggested that ‘those from disadvantaged backgrounds are likely to be most adversely affected by the 

pandemic’. Another study by the same commentator argues that collaborative outreach, and the need 

to raise awareness and interest in HE as an option, will remain highly relevant, as will the need ensure 

‘students [are] aware of their options at 18’, even though there are likely to be restrictions on how 

schools and colleges can engage (Raven, 2020b, n.p.). Elsewhere, Rainford (2020) and Raven (2020c) 

argue for the need to modify the way outreach will be delivered, with reference made to ‘a blended 

offer that combines face-to-face with virtual support’ (Raven, 2020c, n.p.).  

 

 

Q.10. How should the partnership be planning for the end of phase two of the Uni Connect 

programme.  

 

o What is the case for continuing with a collaborative approach to outreach. 

 

o What should the partnership seek to sustain, if some level of further funding were secured, from a 

structural, functional and delivery perspective.  

Robinson and Salvestrini (2020) have provided evidence on the most effective outreach interventions, 

which, in the case of residentials and mentoring, have traditionally formed an key component of 
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collaborative offers (Bowes et al. 2019, Tazzyman, 2018). Elsewhere, reference has been made to how 

collaborative outreach can align with the wider school and college curriculum, including that related 

to careers education (Raven, 2020b, n.p.).  

 
 
 

  



 35 

6. Methods and approaches 
 

 

Sampling coverage and size 

 

Whilst qualitative in character, the study has sought to ensure the survey sample includes those from 

each of the main key stakeholder groups, comprising members of the central team and steering 

group, hub managers and key contacts in partner schools and colleges, as well as graduate advisors 

and student ambassadors.  

 

In some instances, notably hub managers, it was possible to include all members of that particular 

group, whilst in the case of the central team all those in management and related roles were included. 

Elsewhere, the aim was to ensure a representative sample was surveyed. This meant including some 

partner schools and colleges from each of the five hub areas, as well as a graduate advisors based in 

each of these hubs, as well as the centrally-located outreach hub. Similarly, those participating from 

the steering group included individuals based in partner universities as well as further education 

colleges.  

 

In terms of the sample size, the aim as set out in the original proposal had been to survey five 

members of the central team, five hub managers, all steering group members, 10 school and college 

contacts, five graduate advisors and five student ambassadors. In the event, it proved possible to 

gather the insights from an additional four key school and college contacts, and a total of 10 graduate 

advisors. Whilst not all steering group members volunteered, rich data sets were generated by those 

who were able to take part, as a result of these individuals being prepared to respond to a second 

round of questioning. Table 6.1. provides a summary of the numbers surveyed for each stakeholder 

group.  

 

 

Participant recruitment 

 

Participants from each of the stakeholder groups were recruited in a comparable way, and as set out 

in the ethics application for the study (which was granted at the end of July 2020). An initial request 

for volunteers was made by the Head of GMH, as someone recognised by all groups. This was by 

means of an email which outlined the aims and objects of the study and what would be required from 

participants. This email was accompanied by an information sheet and consent form. Those wishing 
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to take part were asked to reply to the Head of GMH who then forwarded their contact details to the 

researcher. Arrangements for data gathering were then made via email between the researcher and 

those who have volunteered.  

 

 

Research methods 

 

The original project proposal identified two principal research instruments that would be deployed to 

capture the views and insights of participants. These comprised semi-structured interviews for 

members of the central team, and steering group, as well as hub managers and school and college 

contacts, and focus groups for graduate advisors and student ambassadors. Given the issues raised by 

the pandemic, in terms of social distancing and that in working from home many participants would 

be dispersed across the region, the decision has been made to conduct interviews either by telephone 

or by email (asymmetrically), whilst it was hoped to conduct focus groups online (Thomas and Purdon, 

1994). Using an electronic medium was also recognised to provide a more time- and cost-effective 

approach to qualitative data collection (and, potentially, a more convenient one for busy practitioners 

and teaching professionals). It can also be noted that this approach to data collection has been 

successfully used by the researcher for a number of other research and evaluation studies (See Raven, 

2018 and 2019. See also Drabble et al. 2017 and James 2016).  

 

Table 6.1. Summary of planned and (in brackets) actual methods and approaches  

Stakeholder group Sample  Research instrument 

Members of the GMH Central team  5 (5) Semi-structured interview 1 hour (1-2 hrs) 

Hub managers  5 (5) Semi-structured interview 1 hour 

Partner school and college contacts* 10 (14) Semi-structured interview 1 hour 

Steering group members  22 (9) and 5 (7) follow-up  Questionnaire and asynchronous interview 

A sample of graduate advisors**  5-7 (10) Focus group (Interviews of 45 mins) 

Student ambassadors  5-7 (5) Focus group (Interviews of 30-45 mins) 
 

Notes 
* Including schools from each of the 5 hub areas. In many instances, key contacts were able to draw on their 
experience of working with GMH since its establishment. 
** Including from each of the five hubs as well as the outreach hub.  

 

Whilst in its execution the study largely kept to the research methods outlined in the initial project 

proposal, one change was necessitated. Because of a delay in securing ethical approval, it proved 

easier from an organisational perspective to use semi-structured interviews for all stakeholder groups. 

However, it can be noted that this had the advantage of ensuring a greater comparability in the nature 

of the data collected across all groups, whilst also generating some larger data sets than had been 

anticipated. The intention, as outlined in the project proposal, had been to run one focus group of an 
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hour in duration for between five to seven graduate advisors, and another for the same number of 

student ambassadors. Instead, and because of the positive response from volunteers in both groups, 

one-to-one telephone interviews of around 45 minutes were held with 10 graduate advisors and five 

student ambassadors, generating some 12 hours of discussions as detailed in Table 6.1.  

 

 

Data analysis 

 

The research questions provided in the project briefing document guided initial analysis. However, 

the high quality of the data generated necessitated the adoption of a more detailed analysis (Nicholls, 

2009; Guyan, 2018; Fox, 2004). Themes were first identified through an initial reading of the 

transcripts and then marked on a copy of the transcript and captured in a new word document. 

Transcripts were returned to in order to check these themes and to refine them into categories and 

sub-categories. Excepts that had been highlighted in these transcripts were then added to the relevant 

headers and sub-headers that featured in the new word document, before a further round of checking 

and refining was conducted and a commentary added. The sections and sub-section featured in each 

of the main chapters are based upon the identified themes, categories and sub-categories.  

 

Whilst various data quality checks were carried out throughout the research (including whilst 

interviews were being conducted), it should be noted, as detailed in Table 6.2., that for each of the 

original nine research questions posed, as well as the additional one, the views of different 

stakeholder groups were canvassed. This ensured that responses were gathered from both a strategic 

and operational perspective, as well as from one key group of recipients.  

 

Ethical approval for this study was granted by the Faculty of Education Research Ethics and 

Governance Committee of Manchester Metropolitan University on the 29th of July 2020. 
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Table 6.2. Summary of research questions asked of each stakeholder group 
 

 
 
 
Research question (as detailed in the project brief) 

Participant group 
 

Strategic Strategic /Operational Operational Recipients 
 

Steering group  
(SG) 

Central team 
(CT) 

Hub managers 
(HM) 

Graduate advisors 
(GA)  

Student 
ambassadors (SA) 

Teaching 
professionals (TP) 

Q1. Have universities working collaboratively through GMH reduced duplication in 
provision and increased economies of scale for schools, colleges and universities? 
 

        
  

Q2. How effective is the collaborative model in reaching a wider range of schools 
and colleges and reducing the number of schools with no HE engagement?  
 

         

Q3. Has the collaborative model enabled more effective support of targeted 
groups of students than individual institutions working in isolation? 
 

            

Q4. How has the partnership helped address local needs 
 
 

           

Q5. Has collaborative working increased schools’ access to impartial advice and 
guidance for targeted learners in years 9-13 across Greater Manchester  
 

            

Q6. What are the benefits for schools and colleges in engaging with outreach 
delivered collaboratively? 
 

      
  

  

Q7. What benefits do institutions gain from collaboratively gathering evaluation 
and impact evidence?  
 

          

Q8. What other benefits have been realised by our partners from working 
collaboratively?  
 

            

Q9. What have been the challenges of the collaborative model of working? How 
could this approach be improved? 
 

      
  

  

Q10. How should the partnership be planning for the end of phase two of the Uni-
Connect programme.  
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7. Efficiencies  

 

 

Q 1. Have universities working collaboratively through GMH reduced duplication in provision and 

increased economies of scale for schools, colleges and universities? 

 

 

Overview 

 

As alluded to the literature review, a series of precursory questions were formulated that would be 

posed to interviewees ahead of exploring the potential for efficiency gains. The rationale for deploying 

these was two-fold. First, it was considered that an appreciation of the nature and extent of 

collaborative engagement would be required to understand any resulting efficiency gains. Second, 

and as referenced in the opening context chapter (Chapter 4), discussions with key contacts during 

the initial scoping phase of the project had identified various additional questions it was considered 

would be valuable to explore with stakeholders. Prominent amongst these were those concerning 

strategic alignment between the objectives of partner institutions and those of the network, the 

quality of communications between the central team and partners, and the extent to which 

opportunities existed for partners to inform the direction of the project.  

 

 

Strategic alignment 

 

Steering Group interviewee [SG] 1 observed ‘we want to ensure that young people are well informed 

about their choices post 16 and post 18’ and that ‘opportunities’ are provided ‘for young people to 

get good outcomes following college’. Similarly, SG 2 noted that ‘my role within our institution is to 

encourage young people from particular target groups to choose a pathway [that can lead] to HE, 

which is very much in tune with the GMH objectives.’ Likewise, SG 3 remarked that ‘social mobility is 

one of [our institution’s] strategic aims’, whilst SG 4 remarked that our university is ‘committed to 

collaboration, especially with pre-16 learners’.  

 

Elsewhere, SG 6 argued that GMH’s objectives ‘very closely’ align with those of their own institution:  

 

Within the university’s strategic plan, we have both social responsibility and civic 
engagement as core goals of the institution. These include themes such as creating 
opportunities, benefiting society and supporting the regional economy, all of which link 
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with the objectives of GMH, in terms of working within Greater Manchester, supporting 
students to make the right choices for them [and] improving access to HE. We have a long 
standing commitment to collaborative outreach at Manchester. GMH features in our 
access and participation plan [APP], and we have a commitment to set two collaborative 
targets in future APPs. 

 

Likewise, for SG 7 the strategic fit was a very clear one. ‘Widening participation and access to HE is at 

the core of our strategic plan and aligns to GMH perfectly. [Our] APP targets, along with access and 

participation, are all part of GMH direction.’ Similarly, SG 5 noted how, for them, ‘GMH’s work aligns 

with Gatsby Benchmarks and supporting young people to think about post-16 opportunities, to make 

informed choices, and [to give them] the confidence to apply for higher education and 

apprenticeships.’ 

 

 

Steering group feedback 

 

There was wide agreement amongst steering group members that they were kept suitably informed 

of the work of GMH. In terms of mechanisms, SG 2 and others made reference made to steering group 

meetings, at which the central team provide ‘regular updates’. A number of interviewee, including SG 

5, discussed having fortnightly meetings with the member of the central team who co-ordinates the 

work of outreach officers, whilst SG 3 discussed termly catch ups with the central team. In addition, 

various steering group members talked about receiving regular updates via Glasscubes, by email, and 

by means of the partnership’s newsletter, which, it was added, keeps us informed of ‘operational 

activities’ (SG 1 and SG 8), whilst SG 9 noted that ‘the minutes from any strategic or operational groups 

are posted to keep staff informed of GMH’s work.’ Hub meetings were also referenced by steering 

group members, which provided more details insights into local work.  

 

Whilst relatively new to the role, SG 7 observed that the GMH team were very inclusive. Elsewhere, 

SG 6 noted that ‘the operational updates provided at steering group meetings [were] particularly 

useful in ensuring members have an appropriate summary of the work, activity and outputs of the 

network. I’ve often used this summary’, it was added, ‘to update other members of [my institution’s] 

staff on the network’.  
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Contributing to direction and work of GMH 

 

All steering group members confirmed that there were suitable opportunities to contribute to the 

direct and work of the network. For SG 2, the decision making process offered by the steering group, 

and the supportive structure that accompanies it, ‘works perfectly for us.’ We are, it was added, ‘able 

to check things out, and ask advice if needed.’ Similarly, SG 3 noted that ‘the central team run agendas 

by you prior to meetings and also allow you to have a voice. I do feel my voice gets heard with the 

GMH team.’ Likewise, SG 6 argued that ‘both [at] an operational and strategic [level], I feel that I’ve 

been able to input into the direction of work and priorities’. A comparable assessment was made by 

SG 9: 

 

I do feel that there is an open door for me and my team to provide feedback and 
contributions to the network and work of GMH. The officers in my team have several years 
of WP work under their belts and have the knowledge to feed into the wider picture. Their 
experience does seem to be valued within the network. 

 

Positive feedback was also provided regarding the central team’s responsiveness. SG 6 observed that 

‘I attend termly review meetings with a member of the central team. I’ve seen first-hand where 

feedback from colleagues on the ground has been taken into consideration by the central team and 

acted upon.’ Moreover, it was added that ‘the structures [are] in place for this feedback to be 

effectively collated and acted upon.’ The same interviewee also commented on role and work of the 

steering group. ‘Wherever possible, all key decisions relating to the direction of GMH are brought as 

papers to the group by the central team - to allow discussion, input and feedback. This is actively 

sought by the central team [who have] always welcomed and embraced feedback. I certainly feel like 

my voice is heard and valued.’ The develop of this aspect of GMH’s work was commented upon by SG 

6. ‘I’ve seen the communication across the network improve continuously over time, including taking 

on feedback from colleagues and investing in specific communications.’ 

 

 

Resulting efficiencies  

 

A co-ordinated approach 

 

Facilitated by effective, two-way communications and opportunities to feed into and shape the GMH 

offer, steering group members discussed the efficiency gains arising from a co-ordinated programme 

of outreach. In this respect, SG 1 talked about the collective development of resources, whilst SG 9 
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discussed how ‘the amount of work and support provided by the central team [ensures that] we are 

not all replicating the same work and duplicating our WP programmes.’ Similarly, SG 6 observed that 

‘the central team and the hubs have been able to do a lot of work that HEIs individually either don’t 

have the time do to, wouldn’t do as well, or would be doing in duplication, creating confusion for 

schools and teachers.’ Illustrating this, reference was made to the ‘age old year 10 careers evening 

example, where all GM HE providers would be invited to attend.’ In contrast, ‘we now have a sensible, 

impartial solution in a GMH stand, which means a better outcome for the learners who attend that 

stand, and less work for each of the HEIs.’ A related point was made by SG 2. ‘Schools in general have 

one place to go to, and one point of contact within a school’.  

 

 

Additional capacity  

 

A number of steering group members, including SG 6, also talked about the ‘additional capacity that 

GMH’ has been able to provide, and which ‘has only strengthened this area of work’ and enabled us 

to ‘grow and increase our offering and capacity to deliver truly impartial outreach activity across all of 

Greater Manchester.’ A comparable point made by SG 9. ‘The partnership has allowed [us] to 

dramatically increase the level of activity that is achievable due to the collective approach to planning, 

delivering, shar[ing] resource [and] expertise’, as well as in the area of ‘monitoring and evaluation’. 

Similarly, SG 2 noted that ‘the funding we receive enables us to plan more large scale and practical 

activity that we would be able to do otherwise’, whilst SG 5 added that ‘the wide scope of institutions 

involved across the region is a huge bonus.’ This said, one area of development was identified by SG 

9, in suggesting that the current offer could be enhanced by recognising and utilising the particular 

subject specialisms that a number of partner institutions possess.  

 

 

Collective influence 

 

Steering groups members also discussed the collective influence that, SG 2 observed, ‘a network of 

universities and colleges’ can exercise. Developing this point, SG 9 described how ‘GMH have [not 

only] cultivating relationships regionally but also on a national level, and [have been] able to feed into 

the national picture by sharing best practice. They also’, it was added, ‘feed into policy development 

and contribute to research that helps to shape widening participation approaches in other regions.’ 
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The GMH staff perspective 

 

Interviewees in the central team, as well as those located in each of the regional hubs, were able to 

corroborate and add further details to the insights provide by steering group into the efficiency gains 

arising from a collective, cross-institutional approach to outreach planning and delivery. In this 

respect, CT 5 talked about a number of measures that, over time, had been implemented to enhance 

programme coherence and avoid duplication. This including the holding of ‘showcase events’ 

attended by staff across the partnership, where each HE partner presents its planned offer. In 

addition, regular meetings were held with outreach officers based in each of the partner institutions 

that contributed to the core programme.  

 

A further associated advantage of having outreach staff located in ‘well-established WP teams’ within 

partner HE providers, was discussed by CT 1 and CT2. They are able, it was noted, to draw on 

colleagues ‘who have a lot of experience working with schools’. Moreover, the close working relations 

facilitated by distribution of staff meant, CT 1 observed, that there is a greater recognition and better 

use of the outreach strengths possessed by partner institutions. For instance, it was noted that some 

can draw on large numbers of student ambassadors and mentors, whilst others have particularly good 

levels of engagement from their academics, so can contribute to subject-based interventions. The use 

of targets, set for both hubs and for those in provider institutions, helps, it was added, to ensure a 

high level of intervention delivery and take up.  

 

Elsewhere, CT 3 discussing how the GMH message had become much more consistent over time. 

Initially, it was observed, there was the potential for ‘different messages to be given out’. However, 

we ‘have come a long way [since then]. The regional progression framework now anchors the content 

to set objectives.’ Similarly, CT 4 discussed how central co-ordination had played an important role in 

ensuring consistency in the nature and quality of the outreach provided. Working with our hubs, we 

can ‘make sure our offer is comparable across the areas, whilst also allowing ‘flex to respond to local 

need’.  

 

Efficiencies arising from collaboration and co-ordination were also commented upon by hub managers 

[HM]. HM interviewee 3 observed that without such an approach the same learners could attend the 

same events at different universities. Someone, it was noted, ‘might say our year 10s want this 

[intervention], but we can say they had it in year 9.’ Moreover, HM 4 observed that, ‘as the single 

point of contact for partner schools and colleges, we also do quite a bit of sign posting, for example 

for year 7 and 8s who are not part of our programme.’ Indeed, for HM 4 the co-ordinated approach 
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was one of the things that partner schools valued most about GMH. Similarly, HM 3 argued that 

‘schools are absolutely pushed. For them to be engaged, they need someone to advise them - this is 

what you did with year 9s, and this is what is needed next.’ Corroborating this claim, graduate advisor 

[GA] interviewee 9 noted that ‘schools are inundated, and we are there to make their lives easier. It 

is then straightforward for them.’ A comparable point was made by GA 5. ‘All the main school contacts 

I have worked with are teachers. Their careers role is never their only role. If we were not there to 

help, it would not happen.’  

 

 

Summary 

 

 Steering group members talked about a close alignment between GMH’s objectives and those 

of their own institutions and organisations.  

 

 There was wide agreement amongst steering group members that they were kept adequately 

informed of the work of GMH, including via regular meetings with members of the central team, 

as well as updates provided by email and through the Glasscubes platform. 

 

 Steering group members confirmed that there were suitable opportunities to contribute to the 

direction and work of the network. Positive feedback was provided regarding the central team’s 

responsiveness to feedback. 

 

 A number of efficiency gains arising from a co-ordinated programme of outreach were 

identified by interviewees. These included the collective development of resources, and the 

introduction of measures to minimise the duplication of provision and ensure consistency in 

the nature and quality of outreach provided across the region.  

 

 The additional capacity that GMH has been able to provide was also recognised by interviewees, 

in terms of increased levels of outreach activity, as well as in facilitating the sharing of resources 

and expertise. 

 

 Interviewees also discussed the collective influence that a network of universities and colleges 

was able to exercise, including in cultivating working relationships with other regional 

organisations, as well as in contributing the national outreach agenda. 
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Recommendation 1. 

 

 Consider opportunities to enhance the current outreach offer by recognising and seeking to 

utilise the particular subject specialism that individual partner institutions possess. 
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8. Reach 
 

 

Q 2. How effective is the collaborative model in reaching a wider range of schools and colleges and 

reducing the number of schools with no HE engagement? 

 

 

Breadth of coverage 

 

Steering group respondents shared the view that through the work of GMH the outreach offer had 

been made available to more young people than would otherwise have been the case. In this respect, 

SG 4 observed that GMH’s work ‘has allowed significantly greater reach into pre-16 institutions than 

we could have managed ourselves’, whilst SG 3 talked of the strong geographical coverage that GMH 

had enabled, adding that Greater Manchester is a region of ‘great need’, in terms of outreach support. 

Confirming this assessment, SG 9 remarked that ‘this collective approach has enhanced our exposure 

to schools in greater Manchester’. It has also, it was added, facilitated collaboration with ‘other 

organisations and charities’ that support young people. The scale of GMH’s coverage was outlined by 

CT 2. ‘We have the biggest number of target learners’ of all Uni Connect partnerships’. Moreover, 

reference made to a growth in coverage. ‘Originally, we had 108 partner’ schools and colleges but this 

‘has now increased to around 130.’ 

 

 

Level of engagement 

 

The insights provided by the teaching professionals [TPs] interviewed indicate that this breadth of 

coverage was accompanied by high levels of school and college engagement. In this respect, TP 3 

observed that we do ‘a lot’ of activities with GMH. Comparable comments were made by TP 6 and TP 

8, with the latter observing ‘I have done a lot with GMH.’ TP 11 went further with their assessment 

‘we’ve done everything!’, as did TP 14. ‘Anything and everything. I try’, it was added, ‘to be incredibly 

proactive’. Providing more detail, TP 13 observed that ‘there has been a real, real range of activities 

and programmes and enrichment sessions that I have been fortunate enough to have GMH lead on, 

or show me the way to’ and, it was added, ‘not just academically focused’ ones. More specifically, TP 

12 talked about having ‘done a lot of mentoring, university visits and guest speakers, [as well as] 

individual bespoke things, and residentials - a whole range of things. Also study skills [sessions] for 
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year 11 and 12s’. The quality of the relationship upon which this level of engagement was based upon 

was also hinted at by TP 12. ‘We’ve worked in partnership with GMH really well.’ 

 

 

Underpinning success 

 

In terms of the factors determining successful engagement, a number interviewees, including CT 1, 

drew attention to the need for senior leadership support in target schools and colleges. A comparable 

point was HM 2. ‘It works well’, it was observed, ‘when there is a senior member of staff who has a 

passion for careers.’ Likewise, GA 9 emphasised the ‘need’ for a ‘champion in school’, whilst GA 3 

talked about the benefit, in terms of resulting levels of participation, of securing the support from an 

‘assistant head, [who] really bought into the project.’ However, the role of hubs in securing senior 

level support was indicated by SG 1. Regional hubs, it was argued, have ‘enabled greater engagement 

in activities and [more] bespoke activities to be delivered’. Confirming this, CT 2 observed that one of 

the ‘real gems in the project [has been] the level of help, support and service [schools] get from us. 

You need’, it was added, ‘the people to do the school liaison side, to do it well and have those 

relationships. We did a case study for the OfS and had loads of letters from teachers saying how 

amazing the hub managers and graduate advisors are. How they sort everything out for them and how 

helpful’ they are.  

 

The process of securing such engagement was outlined by some of the hub managers. ‘At the start of 

the project’, HM 1 acknowledged, levels of engagement were fairly ‘modest’. We needed to gain a 

‘foot in the door and get them to understand’, and equally, it was added, ‘we had to understand how 

staff work [and to] better understand schools and colleges as well, and what benefits their learners. 

We have now reached point the point where we want to get to. Schools understand [what we can 

provide], and we can make sure our offer is what schools need.’ The phases of gaining increasing levels 

of engagement were outlined by HM 2. ‘When we first started, a couple of schools [got involved] 

straight away. In contrast, others took longer to get their SLTs onboard.’ Consequently, local take up 

was ‘low during the first six month, then higher during the next month, then a lot in the second year.’ 

 

The importance of engaging with the right person in school and building successful relationship with 

them was confirmed in responses from the teaching professionals interviewed. In this regard, TP 11 

highlighted the importance ‘that somebody has responsibility for GMH within the school’, whilst TP 

10 discussed the ‘need’ to have ‘the right person to drive it. Someone’, it was added, ‘who knows the 
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school and who understands what the individual students need. Once you have that, you have to be 

given the OK by the head teacher to be able to say yes I want these activities to take place’.  

 

However, whilst the great majority of their target schools were now fully engaged with the GMH offer, 

HM 1 and other hub managers and graduate advisors acknowledged that ‘a few [remain] less 

involved.’ In response, HM 1 observed the practice that had been introduced during phase 2 of the 

project, and that had proved successful, was of insisting on a briefing with teaching staff, which, 

amongst other things, covers ‘what [we] do and how to get in touch with us.’ Elsewhere, TP 5 talked 

about the positive effect that hub meetings could have. ‘I’ve been going to a couple of hub meetings 

where you meet other schools and colleges and hear of their work and support. Its hearing [and] 

talking with other career professionals who have worked with them for longer.’  

 

 

Awareness 

 

In terms of reach, various interviewees also observed that GMH had now acquired a high level of 

recognition amongst partner schools and colleges. In this respect, SG 4 argued that the network ‘has 

developed a strong brand with schools’, which, it was added, ‘is to everyone's benefit’. Consistent 

with this assessment, HM 1 compared the situation at start of project with the current one. Then, 

there was tendency, it was recalled, to ‘talk about Aimhigher’. Since then, the GMH brand has become 

‘more familiar to schools and colleges’. As confirmation, GA 6 discussed how the participants they 

work with ‘recognise us and remember’ us from previous events. Similarly, GA 3 argued that 

awareness of GMH is now quite strong amongst the Uni Connect cohort. ‘They recognise our 

chocolates. I get waves in the town centre sometimes’. However, amongst GAs there was also an 

recognition of the value of further awareness raising work. In particular, GA 5 talked about the need 

for greater awareness amongst parents. Some at ‘parents evening’, it was noted, will ‘come over and 

ask what university we are. We need to be out there more.’ 
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Summary 

 

 Interviewees were in general agreement that through the work of GMH the outreach offer had 

been made available to more young people than would otherwise have been the case. 

 

 The insights provided by teaching professionals indicated that this breadth of coverage that 

GMH had been able to secure was accompanied by high levels of school and college 

engagement. 

 

 Interviewees also observed that GMH had now acquired a high level of recognition amongst 

partner schools and colleges. 

 

 In terms of facilitating greater school and college engagement, interviewees highlighted the key 

role played by regional hubs. 

 

 

Recommendation 2. 

 

 Whilst the great majority of target schools are now fully engage with the GMH offer, a few are 

less involved. Consider tactics for addressing this remaining challenge.  
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9. Targeting 

 

 

Q 3. Has the collaborative model enabled more effective support of targeted groups of students than 

individual institutions working in isolation? 

 

 

Targeting the Uni Connect cohort 

 

Amongst the steering group members interviewed, SG 2 observed that GMH has enabled us to ‘reach 

young people in key target areas, and to get the message across that HE is a very good option for 

them, and to dispel any negatives myths they may have heard.’ The accounts provided by the teaching 

professionals of their school and college’s catchment areas appear to support this claim, and to 

suggest the GMH’s work has been successfully directed towards those from WP backgrounds. In this 

respect, TP 12 noted that we have ‘1,400 pupils on the roll, and about 500 odd of our children fall into 

those postcodes.’ Similarly, TP 14 observed that some 75 per cent of our children are from the 

NCOP/Uni Connect. A comparable proportion of the pupils at TP 10’s school - ‘about 70 to 75 per cent 

- were also from target wards. Likewise, TP 13 noted that ‘we are quite high on NCOP learners, whilst, 

according to TP 14, ‘just below two thirds, or 60 per cent of our students’, are Uni Connect. This said, 

and as would be expected, the relative size of the NCOP cohort did vary amongst the featured schools 

and colleges. TP 8 estimated that ‘half’ of our students will be Uni Connect, whilst TP 12 noted that 

‘about 40 per cent of each year group are eligible to take part in activities’.  

 

 

Reaching areas of deprivation 

 

However, in their descriptions interviewees made regularly and more general references to the 

significant levels of deprivation found in their catchments. In this respect, TP 8 observed that we are 

an inner city [school] and have high levels of social deprivation. Likewise, TP 6 noted that ‘I believe we 

are in the bottom 10 per cent of the most deprived areas in the UK.’ Similarly, TP 9 talked about high 

levels of ‘pupil premium’ and ‘even higher levels of urban deprivation’, whilst TP 5 remarked that ‘lots 

of students come from low socio-economic background.’ Elsewhere, the inner city school that TP 8 

taught in was located in an area of ‘high levels of social deprivation, [where] 26 languages are spoken, 

whilst TP 10 suggested that ‘50 per cent’ or more of their pupils were on free school meals. A similar 

proportion (‘about half’) of those at TP 11 school, which was located in a ‘deprived area [of] Salford, 
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were on free school meals and ‘pupil premium’, whilst the school also possessed ‘a very high ethnic 

minority’ population. That said, TP 1 reported that some young people at their school came from fairly 

affluent areas, although others are ‘from areas where HE is not widespread’. A comparable 

assessment was made by TP 7, who described a mixed catchment area that included ‘more affluent 

pupils’, as a consequence, it was added, ‘we only just qualified last year for the GMH offer based on 

our postcode from year 9, 10 and 11s.’  

 

 

Effectiveness and acceptance of the Uni Connect targeting criteria 

 

The subject of targeting, as it related to the local schools and colleges they worked with, was raised 

with HM managers. In some respects, HM 4 argued, GMH targeting criteria is comparatively 

straightforward. In contrast, it was noted, ‘HEIs might ask that learners come from traditional 

categories, including first in family.’ However, schools might not be aware and might just choose those 

interested in HE, but with Uni Connect being based on wards, it does reach those students.’ Similarly, 

HM 5 observed that ‘the schools have got their heads around [GMH’s targeting criteria] more over the 

years. They know of it, they acknowledge why it is there.’ Elaborating on this point, it was added, ‘it’s 

not about trying to encourage everyone to go to HE, it’s about those who have the capacity to go on, 

based on their grades at Key Stage 4. But for any reason, in any given borough, they are not going on. 

Those are the young people we want to work with, and they get that.’ However, it was added ‘it does 

present barriers.’ This assessment was confirmed by a number of the teaching professionals 

interviewed.  

 

Some of the teaching professionals, including TP 14, did consider that the criteria deployed by GMH 

was an accurate measure of deprivation’. ‘I totally understand’, it was added, ‘that’s where the 

funding is, so it has to be a certain percentage.’ Similarly, TP 12 described the fit between their own, 

institutional measures of deprivation, namely pupil premium, and that of Uni Connect as ‘good’, 

although adding, it does ‘not always equate. Sometime there a little mismatched.’ However, a number 

of others were more circumspect. TP 8 admitted that the NCOP codes ‘frustrate me. We have children 

living in [area that whose families receive] food parcels in the holidays. Yet, technically, they are not 

open to the scheme.’ Whilst TP 6 appreciated ‘the way GMH have to deal with the postcodes’, it was 

added, ‘it is a barrier. Sometimes it discriminates against pupils who need it.’  

 

A similar point was made by TP 9, who noted that ‘this is out of GM Higher’s hands but there is some 

misalignment between the NCOP list and some of the students we need to target. There are students, 
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maybe young men, who you feel could benefit from some of these activities, particularly that one 

aimed at white working class boys, but they don’t come from the right postcodes.’ The argument that 

the targeting criteria misses some key groups of students who, by other measures, would be 

considered disadvantaged was also made by TP 11. ‘There were 12 who I took on the university trip 

and that was really good but’, it was added, ‘I can think of another 12 who I’d really like to take but 

they don’t meet the criteria [but who are on] free school meals / pupil premium’ but who are not Uni 

Connect.  

 

 

The flexibility of the targeting 

 

Whilst a number of interviewees had their reservations about the capability of Uni Connect targeting 

to reach all those considered disadvantaged, discussions referenced the flexibility with which the 

criteria could be applied. In this respect, HM 1 reflected on developments since the start of the 

programme. ‘At beginning of it was difficult to sell without putting schools off. Looking at postcodes 

[seemed] arbitrary. Over time’, it was added, ‘the Office for Students has allowed flex. That has really 

helped. Rather than requiring 100 per cent targeting, we have gone with the two-thirds rule, and 

schools recognise we have done what we can.’  

 

Similarly, HM 5 registered ‘no surprise that the targeting has been an issue, it’s limited to what we can 

do. [However] I have taken a fairly relaxed attitude to targeting. If I can engage a [wider] cohort of 

kids in a class [in a low intensity intervention], and it only happens to have half a dozen targeted 

learners in it, then so be it.’ The flexibility with which the targeting criteria have come to be applied 

was acknowledged by the teaching professionals interviewed. TP 8 observed that their local hub ‘crew 

are very good and let me have 66 to 70 per cent NCOP, so I map everything to make sure that all my 

non-NCOP get a little bite of the cherry from the 30 per cent that don’t have to be NCOP. Reflecting 

on the same subject, TP 9 replied ‘we [do] our best to include all of the ones we [can] and they were 

very flexible’ but, it was added, ‘there [are] still some things we would have liked to have made bigger 

but we couldn’t.’  

 

The limitations of the targeting directions that GHM have to work with were also commented upon 

by steering group members. Whilst judging that NCOP ‘partially’, reflects the region’s areas of greatest 

outreach need, SG 4 added the ‘targeting creates inconsistencies where some of the most in need 

areas receive no support’, with the example offered of Moss Side. Similarly, SG 5 observed that ‘there 

are some schools in Oldham that are not part of NCOP’. Yet, it was added, ‘all Oldham schools and 
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beyond would heavily benefit from the work of GM Higher’. SG 6 also commented on the limitations 

of the current scheme. ‘I think there are some challenges with the NCOP targeting, particularly that 

some schools we would consider to be the most in need are missed by NCOP targeting, given their 

GCSE performance.’ 

 

 

Developmental suggestions 

 

Given the widely recognised limitations of Uni Connect targeting, a number of interviewees offered 

their thought on what a scheme more sensitive to levels of disadvantage would include.  

 

 

Expanding the offer beyond NCOP 

 

Targeting, SG 4 argued, ‘should be agreed with the school sector so we are working to a common aim. 

If we defined target schools by polar - or even better IMD - but allowed schools to select pupils most 

likely to benefit, we would find this much more effective.’ For SG 5, a better approach than the current 

one would be to ‘target household income, in line with free school meals’. Consistent with the former 

suggestion, I6 TP discussed the ideas that the programme identify schools that need support but then 

leave it to the teachers to identify participants. This would work, it was contended, ‘because of the 

nature of their role - particularly the careers teachers - they know their kids.’ This included ‘the kids 

who sometimes go to college and do the BTEC route and are maybe not high flying academics but 

[could] actually go to university. Teachers know their kids and want the best for their kids and in most 

cases, pick the right ones to go.’ 

 

 

Broadening the offer in terms of age and stage 

 

Younger learners 

 

Various interviewees, including SG 3, discussed ‘focus[ing] on students at a younger age’, as did HM 3 

who observed that it would be ‘good if the OfS [were to] say we can work with younger learners’. The 

argument for ‘start[ing] earlier than year 9’ was made by GA 9. ‘The programme is too short and 

finishes too quickly. By year 9 they have misconceptions [that are] hard to break’. Moreover, they 
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have ‘picked their options in year 9, so it is too late to get them to research’ their choices and the 

implications of these. A further case for earlier engagement was advanced by TP 8, who observed that:  

 

Curriculum time gets tighter and tighter the further you move through secondary school. 
Apart from roadshows we will not take children out of year 11 classes because they need 
to be in achieving against exam specifications, so they can leave with the grades they will 
hold for the rest of their lives. It frustrates me that I can’t do this kind of work with 7s and 
8s under the scheme, because good careers advice should be as they come through the 
door with me, and not wait until year 9. 

 

Asked if they would be too young to receive outreach support, the response from the same 

interviewee was a firm ‘no, absolutely not. It’s all about transition. In many respects they are more 

receptive because they haven’t gone through a tunnel. You take a bunch of year 10s out to 

Manchester University and ask them to work with kids from other schools, it’s really hard because 

they are reticent.’ By contrasted, it was added, ‘if you take year 7s from primary and they have all 

been put into new classes, they will have a go. They don’t kick off. It’s almost catching the flexibility 

of them and morphing it - we are missing a trick.’ Asked about the possibility that, over time, they 

might forget these experience and insights, the reply was that ‘they should be having it right the way 

through. That’s what Gatsby says - every year should be having it.’ 

 

A comparable case was made by TP 9. ‘By year 9 they’re choosing their options. By year 9 they can 

become quite entrenched in what they want to do and in terms of their attitudes to education.’ Again, 

asked if they would be too young, the reply was ‘I don’t think so. I think knowing what a University is, 

is important - even if they don’t, they can formulate ambitions at that age that they want to go.’ 

 

 

Older learners  

 

A number of interviewees emphasised working with adults. These learners, SG 4 observed, ‘are often 

in need of the type of information and support’ that GMH offers, and would benefit from more 

aspirational and IAG work to explore their options and support progression to level 3, and then HE.’ 

Exploring this further, it was argued that ‘working in partnership with Adult Education services would 

provide an opportunity to deliver mentoring, IAG sessions and tasters for those looking to progress 

with their education.’ Unfortunately, it was acknowledged, ‘the NCOP guidance does not allow this 

but it is clearly an area where collaborative working could make an impact’. Consistent with this 

assessment, SG 1 observed that ‘we have large numbers of 19+ learners. Activities could be designed 

to engage with these students.’  
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Parents 

 

Elsewhere, interviewees talked about the need to engage parents more (some of whom, it can be 

suggested, might also be interested in returning to education, or exploring their higher-level study 

options). The importance of such engagement was discussed by HM 1. ‘Trying to work with parents is 

key but, it was added, ‘parents and carers are difficult to engage with.’ Similarly, TP 9 observed that 

whilst ‘showing these kids the university campuses’ was critical, a big influence on these students [will 

be] their parents’ attitudes to higher education, and their parents’ attitudes to acquired debts or years 

of not earning.’ However, there was also a recognition that this was a challenge that schools also 

encountered. Schools, HM 1 acknowledged, ‘are desperate to get parents and carers involved’. In 

tackling the challenge, a number of the teaching professionals, including TP 1, suggested doing ‘more 

with GMH to work with parents’ and, as noted by TP 3, ‘getting parents to understand HE.’ 

 

In terms of ideas for securing parental engagement, GA 5 and GA 7 discussed GMH being ‘invited to 

parents evenings, or invited to talk to parents.’ Likewise, TP 9 suggested ‘GMH talks at evening events’. 

Exploring the issue further, the same interviewee observed ‘one thing’ that has successfully engaged 

parents ‘is when [interventions] have a graduation for students. The parents can go along to that and 

watch’. Similarly, CT 1 suggested that accessing parents through an online offer might prove 

successful. A comparable point was made by TP 1. ‘May be virtual target the families of students a bit 

more’. The same interviewee also expressed the idea of exploring strategies for engaging parents at a 

future hub meeting, and at this meeting asking if ‘anyone has any examples’ of effective practice. An 

associated idea, it can be suggested, would be for the setting up of a hub-based working group tasked 

with exploring this subject and reporting back on their findings.  

 

 

Summary 

 

 Interviewees, including teaching professionals, discussed how GMH’s work has been 

successfully directed towards those from the Uni Connect cohort.  

 

 Whilst the targeting criteria used by the Uni Connect programme is based on measures of HE 

participation at 18/19, the majority of the teaching professionals interviewed also described 

their institutions’ catchments as encompassing areas of high social deprivation.  
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 Whilst teaching professionals understood the targeting criteria used by the programme, a 

number argued that it did not always align with their institution’s measures of disadvantage. 

These sentiments were shared by a number of other interviewees, including hub managers and 

members of the steering group.  

 

 However, there was an appreciation of the flexibility with which the targeting criteria had come 

to be applied, and which enabled a proportion of non-Uni Connect learners to participant in a 

range of interventions. 

 

 

Recommendations 3 and 4. 

 

Given the recognised limitations of Uni Connect targeting, consider possible options and tactics for: 

 

 Expanding the offer to more of those identified as disadvantaged according to the measures 

used by schools and colleges but who, in the judgement of teaching professionals, still have the 

potential to progress.  

 

 Broadening the offer to include: 

o Younger learners, especially those in year 7 and 8, who are yet to select their level 2 options, 

or will be in the process of doing so 

o Adult learners who are pursuing level 2 and 3 courses and could benefit from further 

information, advice and guidance on level 4 and above options.  

In addition, consider approaches for enhancing the involvement of parents (some of whom might 

also be interested in exploring their own higher-level study option). In this respect, recognise the 

potential of online provision to also engage parents and carers.  
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10. Needs 

 

 

Q 4. How has the partnership helped address local needs. 

 

 

Challenges faced by Uni Connect learners  

 

Interviewees identified a number of challenges faced by the young people from widening participation 

backgrounds they worked with.  

 

 

Geographical immobility 

 

HM 1 observed that those from the target wards they were familiar with ‘tend to stay where they 

have grown up. They know everyone in the area and, it was added, would ‘not consider going to 

Manchester, which only 25 mins away by train.’ GA 4 described generations that had lived in some of 

the localities they worked with, and who will follow the career routes their parents had pursued. ‘I 

joke with them,’ it was observed, ‘that there is more to life than Wigan.’ A number of the teaching 

professionals made comparable observations. ‘The kids’, TP 6 contested, ‘wouldn’t leave [the 

neighbourhood]. Their life is within [the area], so it is trying to show them alternatives and just raise 

aspirations really.’ TP 14 also talked about such young people tending not ‘to look beyond [the 

neighbourhood]. We are very much on the outskirts of GM but it’s very much a town mentality. Taking 

our students out of their five mile radius that they tend to stay in during their lives is a real event and 

a real eye opener for them.’ Similarly, TP 10 observed of their school’s NCOP cohort:  

 

They live on the outside of the city, they are not part of this mix and can easily be 
forgotten. There aren’t many employers in the area. There have been a lot of families with 
no employment for many generations. It’s an old coal mining town. This alienation on 
being on the edge of a city, for a long time has built and ingrained some of the behaviours 
and attitudes, and low aspirations because they don’t see anything else. There is no train 
line, the public transport is very poor. We are eight miles from Manchester city centre and 
six and a half from Salford, which doesn’t seem far but in a city context that is the other 
side of the world. 
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Lack of HE encounters and associations 

 

Interviewees also pointed to a lack of familiarity with higher education. ‘A lot are first generation 

students, GA 6 observed, and ‘do not know anyone who has gone to university and [do] not have 

anyone to ask.’ GA 8 also talked about ‘a lot of people around [these youngsters] have not been to 

uni, and feel it is not for them’. It is, it was added, ‘a lot to do with awareness. They know little bits of 

information but are misinformed about student finance and having a loan and [how] hard [it is] to pay 

it off. Sometimes as well parents might not want them to go because a lot of people they know 

haven’t. It’s for people not like them.’ Asked what impression of these young people might have of 

who goes to university, the same interviewee offered the example of one young person who was 

asked a similar question and replied, ‘the rich people’. Elsewhere, GA 9 described many of the young 

people they worked with as coming from ‘BAME backgrounds and they have difficulty seeing 

themselves in HE.’ 

 

These assessments were consistent with those offered by a number of the teaching professionals. TP 

10 noted that ‘we have a very small number of parents who have a level 4 qualification. A high level 

of unemployment in the area and people with hidden needs who aren’t necessarily in the system’, 

consequently, HE is not a familiar concept. A similarly assessment was made by TP 14. ‘With my 

careers hat on, the barriers and challenges are around knowledge [and] very low levels of awareness 

of progression routes.’ This added, it was added, also applied to the students coming from abroad, 

where the family have come to settle in this country. Whilst, for TP 13 there was some need to ‘raise 

aspirations, there are’, it was observed ‘many pupils that really want to go on and have a clear set 

path but, given the area and perhaps their transition from primary school to secondary school, I think 

a lot don’t know what to do.’ 

 

 

Parental influence 

 

Parental influence also featured in a number of accounts. TP 5 contested that ‘a lot but not all of it is 

[about] parental influences’ and a fear of debt. Similarly, TP 11 observed that ‘if your parents or 

grandparents haven’t worked or not progressed,’ you might question whether ‘you can actually do 

that.’ Meanwhile, TP 8 talked of ‘social barriers’ facing some of school’s cohort, particularly ‘the white 

working-class children’. Here, reference was made to ‘expectations’ that ‘they have to go out and earn 

a living.’  
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The effectiveness of the GMH offer 

 

General  

 

In assessing the overall quality and range of events offered by the network, SG 2 talked about the 

learners they were aware of having ‘access to excellent events on a wide range of subjects that not 

only support their studies but also open up HE and the world of work. In my opinion,’ it was added, 

‘these activities provide experiences that cannot be gained in schools because of the pressures of 

staffing and time.’ 

 

A similarly positive assessments were made by a number of the teaching professionals. They 

‘definitely’ work, TP 1 argued. ‘We do feedback at the end and it is largely positive. They seem to feel 

they have learned something new.’ Whilst recognised that it can be ‘hard to measure’ the impact of 

outreach, I2 TP described conducting a ‘lot of evaluations couple of years ago, and the students were 

saying some wonderful things about GMH.’ Drawing on the ‘feedback’ we do ‘after most things’, TP 

14 commented, ‘I think all the events are effective, worthwhile and develop the knowledge of the 

kids.’ TP 11’s response to the question of effectiveness was equally certain: the ‘very definite’ work. 

When GMH ‘speak to the children, and when they do things that they do, they do it in a way that the 

children understand and take part it in.’  

 

A detailed and positive reply to the same question was also provided by TP 13: 

 

I can’t sing their praises high enough. They cater for all of our learners. Our NCOP learners 
won’t just be the pupils that might get painted in the media of not being too dissimilar 
from Oliver Twist. Our NCOP learners have a range of abilities as well and I challenge 
anyone to identify those from just looking at them. The effectiveness is 100 per cent. The 
feedback from the pupils alone is testament to that. 

 

Elsewhere, TP 12 remarked that ‘working with GM Higher has helped as they are an organisation that 

has allowed us to progress the kids’, whilst TP 14 observed ‘It makes my job very easy in some ways’. 

GMH comes in and ‘asks me’ what is needed, ‘rather than trying to push’ the young people in a 

particular ‘direction.’  
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Addressing particular local needs 

 

The discussions with interviewees also explored the effectiveness of GMH’s interventions in tackling 

the particular local needs they had identified.  

 

 

Intervention enjoyment and engagement 

 

As a school, TP 13 observed, we evaluate the trips our students go on, for our own internal monitoring 

purposes and for our governors. The general feedback is a ‘hands up [to] did you enjoy it’ or ‘would 

you do it again. It’s always overwhelmingly positive.’ Elaborating, it was added: 

 

One of the things that keeps me in teaching is the brutal honesty of pupils. If they are not 
enjoying something, they will be courteous but another time they will say I didn’t enjoy 
that, it wasn’t very good, or he/she was boring’. So, it’s a real good litmus test. However, 
they are always asking when can they come back in. In terms of pupil enjoyment, they 
enjoy it. From a profession standing, I can see that the pupils are then switch on in the 
lessons that I then teach, and in the feedback from colleagues.  

 

Two other teaching professionals drew attention to the work GMH had done with particular groups. 

‘We did a programme’, TP 9 recalled, ‘a couple of years ago which targeted disengaged boys. It was 

really good. They really engaged with it.’ Similarly, TP 12 reflected on a group of students who took 

part in the university based PE event. ‘They were tough lads - council estate lads - but seeing them 

engage with school so well was just so worthwhile. It picked them up, was interesting for them [and] 

different, but they were learning and [it] moved them forward in subjects they were not necessarily 

doing so good in. So definitely worth it. Definitely beneficial.’ 

 

 

Enrichment and life skills 

 

Another teaching professional commented on how interventions offered a key source of enrichment 

for pupils. The trips, TP 7 observed, have potential to ‘get the kids communicating to strangers, asking 

them questions and finding out more. Providing more skills for when they get ready to leave.’ In 

particular, it was added, ‘when we go on a trip with other schools, then they have to interact with 

other [pupils] and to lead by example and learn from others. There are a lot of life skills to be learnt 

with GMH.’ A comparable observation made by TP 8:  
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We have gone to a lot of things at university and it has been interschool. That’s a real 
growing mechanism for our kids on a social level - seeing their peers in other institutions. 
Let’s be honest, that’s a skill for life. A job-hunting skill. The whole social experience of 
seeing [others] with similar abilities and drives from other schools. 

 

 

Motivation and ambitions 

 

A number of teaching professionals, including TP 1. described how GMH activities support the efforts 

of teachers because they ‘help motivate students’, including those who ‘might not have thought about 

HE’. Elaborating, this interviewee added, it helps ‘raise the profile of careers and careers research 

amongst students and that [encourages them to] work hard’. The interventions provided by the 

partnership ‘go hand-in-hand [with their] studies.’ Similarly, TP 12 observed that ‘we are trying to 

make of our students aspirational and a lot of these things are linked to that, and it is possible to go 

to university even if your parents haven’t been.’ Likewise, TP 14 remarked:  

 

I would question any school why are they not being aspirational for the students. My view 
is you can either push the kids from underneath, which we still do and an awful lot of 
schools do, you can scaffold what they need to do to get higher grades. Or the other side 
is if you’ve got them looking up a lot further then maybe they push themselves along. 
That’s how I take it.  

 

And that, it was implied, is what GMH offers. 

 

 

Knowledge and insights 

 

Various graduate advisors, along with some of the teaching professionals, talked about the knowledge 

and insights gained by outreach participants. In drawing on their experience of working with those 

from the Uni Connect cohort, GA 2 observed ‘you see the difference from the beginning of a workshop 

and then end, in terms of the knowledge gained’. Similarly, TP 14 remarked: 

 

I think it’s so easy us in school to stand and say this is a university, this is where you could 
go, this is what you could do but to actually take them, and show them, is a different level. 
In terms of the number of hours of how much you would need to put into it in school, it’s 
a fantastic investment. 

 

 

Interest and ambitions 
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Teaching professionals also described the impact of GMH’s interventions on participants’ interests 

and ambitions. For TP 6, interventions have the capacity to ‘plant seeds and show them an alternative’. 

Although TP 10 observed that full impact of such activities will not be known for some time, they were 

certain that the interventions ‘affect them and open their eyes’. Whilst, it was added, ‘it’s not just the 

GMH programme [that does this], what GMH offer, in combination with ‘other programmes, has a 

massive impact. They need experience and other people to speak to’, which is what GMH can provide. 

A further insight was offered by TP 13:  

 

The thing that first surprised me when I started teaching there was the number of pupils 
who had never left the town. That shocked me massively. I was looking at the last [event 
evaluation] form that I sent, it’s nice to reflect over them. One of the pupils said ‘I didn’t 
know nursing was like that’. I was in the session for that. I only took 10 pupils. These visits 
break down the barriers and show them what [in this instance] nursing is. On the coach 
coming home, although our school is pretty strict, they are allowed their phones to keep 
them entertained but they were giving me all this feedback rather than being on their 
phones. I could hear them talking, things like I want to research more about radiography. 
The benefits are there. Although we make progress in lessons, the impact it’s not always 
visible to the naked eye but with comments like that from pupils it gives a little bit of a 
window and an insight into how affective they are. 

 

 

Intentions  

 

A number of interviewees discussed the impact of interventions on the HE intentions of those from 

the Uni Connect cohort, and how participation had help them realise that higher level study was 

something that was attainable. In this respect, GA 2 spoke about the comments they received from a 

contact teacher who talked about those who came back from a trip saying that they want to go to 

university now. Similarly, GA 5 recalled the outcomes of a workshop that involved former students in 

a Q and A session. As one of the participants was leaving, they overheard them ‘saying I’ve never 

thought about it but now am’. Along comparable lines, TP 7 observed that:  

 

For the kids we have taken out, it has been very eye opening. I think it’s actually allowed 
them to envisage themselves doing those things. The kids that might not have parents 
with a higher education, they only know what their mum and dad do, or their friends’ 
parents do. When they actually get to speak to people it has been really, really eye-
opening. I have had a few parents, on the back end of the trips, ring me and say thank 
you, they have come back absolutely buzzing. That is now what they want to do, they 
really want to get to this career.  
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Attainment  

 

Interviewees also talked about the contribution GMH interventions had made towards attainment. 

HM 2 drew attention to the additional maths and English support given, observing that schools ‘see 

the added value we can offer’ with such provision. Similarly, GA 6 discussed how the revision skills 

sessions provided by the network supported the curriculum and helped give participants ‘more hope’ 

in terms of what they could attain. In making a comparable point, GA 3 reflected on feedback received 

at the end of one skills-based workshop, with one participant commenting ‘I will start revising now 

because it is someone not my mum or teacher telling me.’ 

 

Whilst such support could, potentially, be viewed as an instance of mission drift from the focus of 

raising HE awareness and supporting post-18 progression, HM 2 observed that ‘everything [we offer] 

has an HE’ element to it, whilst HM 3 noted that if young people are distracted and demotivated 

because of more immediate educational concerns, there is ‘no point in taking them to Oxford’ before 

these more fundamental issues have been resolved. A comparable point was made by TP 11, when 

discussing the impact on curriculum supporting provision. ‘Some of the feedback we’re getting from 

the students, [shows that] they want to know more about university [and] will do better because they 

know [studying now] will lead somewhere.’  

 

Similarly, TP 13 talked about how ‘our head teacher and the senior leadership team are really focused 

and leading the way in raising attainment for our pupils from this disadvantaged area’. Interventions 

help motivate young people, especially, it was added, with ‘disadvantaged teenage boys’. Indeed, TP 

12 discussed the impact of Tutor Trust mentoring scheme which focused on maths:   

 

When I used them, I did that sort of before and after, where this cohort of students had 
moved, and it had improved their grades. Obviously, I can’t say that it was just that 
initiative that did it but things like that inform me that they do work. Our results show it 
and have been good over the past four years, in terms of the progress those particular 
students have made.  

 

GMH are, it was added, part of a ‘collective’ approach and, as such, they play a big part within it if that 

makes sense.’ Indeed, for this teaching professional, one of GMH’s main achievements was in adding 

to the curriculum. ‘Those co-curricular activities can spark an interest that they would not have had a 

chance to know about’ otherwise. The support form GMH has been brilliant. It just adds to the 

curriculum we can offer.’ 
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Next steps progression 

 

A number of teaching professionals alluded to the impact that GMH interventions had on the next 

educational steps taken by participants. TP 12 talked about how GMH had helped those from the 

‘lower school transition into the sixth form’. Similarly, TP 7 discussed the impact of various 

interventions, notably a visit to Leeds University, on two young men from the NCOP cohort. ‘They 

came away’, it was observed, ‘thinking it wasn’t as bad as they thought and not as studious as they 

thought, the environment was much better. They have both gone on now to the local college and are 

doing four A Levels each, and are thinking [university] is something they could do’. These interventions 

‘definitely’, it was confirmed, have a lasting impact. On a wider scale, TP 8 drew on evidence gathered 

in their school. ‘I don’t like to go purely on data but every child, bar one, had an offer of a place in 

college next year. I was part a strategy group through lockdown with the city council. In May time, [it 

was reported that] 64 per cent of the city had offers. We had 99.4 per cent. I wouldn’t say it’s all GMH 

but they are part of my deck of cards. They are your ace, your queen and your king! They are sweet! 

 

 

Longer-term impact 

 

A number of the teaching professionals were convinced that what network’s offers was having a 

longer-term effect. GMH, TP 11 argued, ‘make it real and give them different options. The impact is 

that we do have a lot of the students going to university.’ Whilst acknowledging that more time is 

needed to determine ‘how many of my students actually go’ to university, TP 14 noted ‘I think it does 

have a long-term impact. We buy in a careers advisor and he regularly makes mention of the 

experiences in his careers interview. So, my opinion is yes it does and if it didn’t, I wouldn’t do it.’  

 

 

Particular activities 

 

Those surveyed identified the particular GMH interventions they considered to be especially effective.  

 

Inspirational speakers and role models 

 

Various interviewees highlighted the impact of inspirational speakers. TP 9 discussed the influence of 

a speaker who deployed in an intervention for the white working class boys. Whilst this individual was 

not local, they were, it was noted, from their demographic, and had come into contact with higher 
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education later in life. So had not done well at school and had gone back to it. He had made mistakes 

in life which had made it more difficult but had pulled through, so it was that kind of message.’ And, 

it was added, it had an impact. TP 1 also talked about effect that hearing about going to university 

from former students could have.  

 

A number of graduate advisors discussed the role they could play as role models, given that, in a 

number of instances, the institutions they were assigned to included, as GA 1, observed, my old high 

school, or as GA 2 noted, they had grown up close to these schools. Both made the point that this 

meant that the young people they were working with could ‘relate’ to them. Elaborating, GA 2 noted 

that when giving presentations, I remind them I was not aware of this when I was your age.’ Similarly, 

GA 8 observed that these young people will be thinking ‘she is not that much older than me. And it’s 

a real life example’. The fact that graduate advisor were a regularly presence is school could also have 

an impact. ‘You became’, GA 4 noted, a ‘familiar face and, it was added, ‘a professional friend they 

can talk to about next steps’, without feeling any ‘pressure’. Likewise, GA 6 observed that ‘they 

become familiar with us and more comfortable asking things’. In some instances, the role model effect 

could be especially strong. For me, GA 9 noted, ‘I am black and it helps because some can see 

themselves reflected in HE. The potential role model effect was also referenced by some of the 

student ambassadors. They can relate to us and, SA 1 added, we can ‘talk about own experiences’.  

 

 

Mentoring 

 

For SA 5, the ‘Go Further’ mentoring programme for year 10s was viewed as having greatest impact 

amongst those interventions they had been involved with. They did ‘not want be there [to start with 

but] at end they did not want it to finish.’ At first, we had to chase them to attend, at end they were 

there before I was.’ In illustrating the impact such mentoring schemes could have, SA 4 drew on the 

example of two pupils. When the mentoring began the first was ‘withdrawn and quite. [However], I 

found out that he likes to draw’ and that the ‘school had identified him as high ability in arts. So, I 

started to work with him on that. He started to open up and [before long] he was away and flying.’ 

The second mentee ‘was real lad and not going to university but very confident. I worked with him, 

and [encouraged him not to] let education go. He is now doing a sports BTEC and looking at a coaching 

degree now.’  

 

Various teaching professionals also referenced mentoring. The ‘online mentoring’, one TP observed, 

has ‘been brilliant. It engages actual students at the university [who] understand where our students 
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are coming from.’ Similarly, TP 5 noted that ‘these one-to-one mentoring programmes definitely do 

change perceptions and makes them become more informed.’ A variation highlighted by TP 5 involved 

a peer-mentoring programme, which GMH helped fund and establish. This involved older Uni Connect 

students mentoring those from younger year groups.  

 

 

Campus visits 

 

Campus visits were singled out by a number of interviewees. In this regard, TP 6 discussed the positive 

impact arising from ‘showing them what universities are like. A lot of them are first generation, so it 

means they can go and see them and not find it intimidating. Even if its negative’, it was added, ‘they 

at least know they’ve made the right decision as they’re making it on the basis of what they think and 

not what people tell them.’ Whilst visits to local universities and colleges were praised, so were those 

involving institutions further afield. GA 6 discussed the ‘broadening horizons’ effect in being able to 

offer visits to ‘Oxford and Cambridge or [to universities on the] other side of Manchester. It opens 

their eyes, and because often more than one school is involved, improves their confidence.’ This 

assessment was confirmed by TP 14:  

 

I took 30 year ten students to St John’s College in Cambridge. I think if we are talking in 
terms of aspirations it was probably as good as I can get. The effect on those students has 
been phenomenal. Even in lockdown, seven or eight of those students [were] asking is 
this going to affect my chances of getting into Cambridge. It’s wonderful, I can’t tell you. 
The look on those kids faces when we pulled up. The first comment was it a church. No, 
it’s not a church it’s a learning institution. It’s unbelievable, they have never seen anything 
like Cambridge. It was a lovely day out and they really enjoyed it but the effect on those 
students was profound.  

 

 

Summer schools, enterprise days and finance talks 

 

Summer schools were also mentioned by some of the interviewees. In recalling their work on these 

events, SA 3 recalled seeing a ‘shift in energy.’ Over the course of the intervention ‘they became so 

much more confident and more mature [in their] approach. Meanwhile, TP 13 drew attention to an 

enterprise day at (the local) college. This was judged to have been ‘very successful’. When they were 

put in groups, I was thinking these lot are not going to get on with each other but they all got on like 

a house on fire. It is giving them those opportunities - what the world is like.’ For TP 5, a student 

finance play was recalled. ‘That wasn’t just aimed at students going to university, it was to a whole 

range of students, [including] people who weren’t thinking about it before and now know they don’t 



 67 

have to pay the monies back straight away. I do think, it was added, that ‘it will have changed a lot of 

students’ perspectives.’ 

 

 

Sustainable interventions 

 

More generally, interviewees highlighted the interventions that involved a number of ‘touch points’. 

In this respect, HM 1 described a programme that included ‘a trip, a subject taster in university, and 

something in the school.’ The evidence from pre and post evaluations shows, it was noted, that they 

are really effective in the changing ‘views and knowledge’. Similarly, HM 2 observed ‘we know 

sustainable interventions have greatest impact. So from the start, our aim is to run packages over 10 

weeks on average, or five over an academic year or term.’ Indeed, HM 4 argued that one of main 

differences between previous roles and GMH is in co-ordinating and offering a more sustained 

programme of activities. The value of this approach was confirmed by TP 5. ‘The thing I like about 

GMH is the offer that we can do sequential programmes.’ 

 

An associated development, also identified by hub managers, was the support work, or as HM 1 and 

HM 5 described, the ‘wraparound’ provision, offered for ‘core activities’, such as summer schools. 

Explaining this, HM 5 observed that ‘a classic would be our ‘Why Higher Education’ workshop. We 

might do that before they go off on a residential. Then afterwards we might go in again with our 

graduate advisors to see what they found out and what they need to do now.’ Similarly, HM 1 

mentioned a ‘wraparound’, in terms of preparing learners for an event, followed by a debriefing in 

school afterwards.  

 

 

Needs analysis and planning 

 

A number of interviewees discussed the importance that the planning process informing the delivery 

of a programme of interventions had acquired. Individual planning meetings, SG 6 observed, ‘have 

meant that schools have been able to think long-term and use GMH to support their wider strategies.’ 

This was confirmed by one HM. ‘We do planning meetings at the beginning of each year, where we go 

through needs and things we could benefit them with.’ The process, it was added, involves ‘reflecting 

back on the previous year - what went well, not so well - and then feedback to HEIs, and then looking 

at the careers plan and any gaps.’ This approach means ‘we know what want we need to achieve by 

end of the year.’  
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These planning practices were also described by a number of teaching professionals. ‘Towards the end 

of academic year’, TP 1 observed we will ‘reflect on what we have done, what has worked, and look 

at ways forward and what will be good for the students. We can plan out activities including during 

National Apprenticeship week and careers week.’ In commending this approach, TP 12 added, it 

‘encourages you to think about what your own plans are and how GMH can help to realise those plans 

and aims.’ Similarly, TP 5 commented that ‘they’re working with you to find something that meets 

your requirements and fits your calendar.’ Indeed, for TP 1 ‘working out activities for the year’ was 

considered to be amongst the most valued aspects of what GMH offered, whilst TP 5 suggested that 

this level of support would be something we would not able to receive from an individual universities. 

‘I don’t think they’d be willing to commit to that number of sessions, whereas GM Higher would and 

they are offering that service.’  

 

 

Working relations 

 

Hub managers emphasised the role strong working relationships with partner schools and colleges, 

played in being able to deliver a planned and co-ordinated outreach offer. Indeed for HM 1 ‘the 

relationships we have built with school’ would be, it was suggested, the thing they would miss the 

most. We ‘get the inside stories of these schools and colleges, which I don’t think many people are let 

into. We have greater understanding of where schools at. We are in the loop.’ Similarly, HM 2, 

observed, ‘we are able to build up a good relationship and show value, and [they] see we want to 

support them.’ Teachers, HM 5 noted, ‘know us. I think they value those channels back up to the 

universities. They see us as a more direct conduit.’ We know, it was added, what they need and what 

the challenges for them are. We will do all we can to make life simple for the school. Even just little 

things such as if they struggle to get their heads around a spreadsheet booking system, then my 

graduate advisors will do it for them.’  

 

The teaching professionals interviewed confirmed these assessments. ‘They are, TP 8 observed, ‘a 

flexible bunch. They are good to work with. I’m critical of myself and others by nature, because I want 

what is right for the kids. They flex and bend and listen.’ Concurring with this assessment, ‘they do 

listen at what works well’ and, TP 9 added, ‘will adjust if people want more variation on what’s 

offered.’ Similarly, TP 14 observed ‘I’ve not found anything yet where they have not been able to 

accommodate what we want to do. The communication is very good, very rapid as well. I know if I 

send an email out with an idea or query, I get a very quick response. I think that is because of the 
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relationship that has built up. It’s about having those connections and making those connections. 

Having somebody as a hub manager in the area that we’re in [means] they can understand the 

demographic of the students.’  

 

The value of local knowledge found in the hubs was also commented upon by TP 13:  

 

What I do really like is that both our graduate advisors are local people so if people say a 
name of a park or a place, they know. Pupils think they are ‘just like me’. You can be the 
teacher for seven years but they won’t associate you with being a real person until 
someone else comes in and maybe it’s a fresh face. But having a local advisor adds to it. I 
don’t think if it’s just pure chance that we have had local advisors but the organisation, as 
far as I deal with it, seems to work well. 

 

The responsiveness in developing provision was also highlight confirmed by SG 6. ‘The hubs provide 

great access to schools and teachers and really allow for a meaningful two-way dialogue. I feel that 

GMH has given us better access to the “teacher voice” than we’ve had in years and that’s due to the 

relationships that the hubs have been able to develop with schools. They have been able’, it was 

added, ‘to create really bespoke programmes for schools and colleges, based on their own needs and 

priorities. [That] is something that individual HEIs don’t have capacity to do, as we only would have 

access to our own offering.’ In sum, it was argued, ‘GMH have been able to broaden the offer available 

to schools and make it really easy for them to access.’  

 

Indeed, for TP 10 GMH flexible and responsive approach was what they most prized about working 

with the network.  

 

We are not stuck to a programme. We can choose the things that we feel would benefit 
our students. The staff are great and very helpful, very personable and they go the extra 
mile. They listen, they have considered the issues in the past from the programme about 
things that maybe weren’t being provided, and more things have been provided as time 
has gone on. It’s good that there is a [local] hub, rather than it being the whole of Greater 
Manchester. It’s more manageable for the hub manager who can meld the students a lot 
better, particularly schools like us with a high percentage of NCOP people. I think the 
activities are varied, useful and we can take the ones we feel we want.  

 

TP 2 also considered the role of the hub and GAs to be one of GMH main achievements. We have 

‘regular visits’ from the local ‘GMH team’ who ‘talk to our students and deliver part of our 

enhancement sessions. It is that level of expertise that has been really helpful. From our perspective,’ 

it was added, ‘we have benefited from the hub being on our doorstep. 
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The offer and its evolution 

 

Interviewees also talked positively about how the GMH offer had evolved since 2017. We now offer, 

HM 1 observed, ‘more summer schools and campus visits and are now paying for a visit to Oxford.’ 

Moreover, it was added, the mentoring becomes ‘more refined each year’, whilst ‘Industry Insights 

and Curriculum Connections, in particular, have developed’. Similarly, HM 3 described how the 

‘subject specific [element has] grown’ over time to better meet the needs of learners. These 

assessments match the accounts provided by the teaching professionals.  

 

TP 1 talked about how GMH’s offer had evolved ‘in very positive ways’. They have, it was added, been 

very attentive, asking ‘what do you need from us and giving thought on what do. We have been able 

to obtain the activities we feel are going to be good for our students. Our relationship has grown. 

Getting to know each other and then honing in on needs of students’. The same observations on the 

growth in the scope of activities was made by both TP 2 and TP 10, with the latter adding ‘from the 

beginning there was a lot of listening. It’s evolved and there are more things that are applicable for 

our students than ever before.’ Similarly, TP 11 described the GMH offer as having ‘got better and 

better.’ I think, it, was added, ‘some of that’s also from the school’s point of view. Schools are realising 

what they can do as well. I think we’ve grown together and they have a good understanding of what 

schools can and can’t do, what schools need and we have a good working relationship now. We’d be 

quite stuck if they weren’t there if that makes sense.’ 

 

The mechanisms involved in the development of the offer were outlined by HM 1. It is a ‘mix’, it was 

observed, between the ‘unis coming up with ideas and the schools feedback in the planning meetings, 

and evaluations from the young people.’ In addition, HM 5 drew attention to the hub steering groups, 

‘which meet three times a year. We have soundings from them as to what is needed.’ Elaborating it 

was added: 

 

The very beauty of having a devolved a structure like GMH. means that hub managers and 
their teams are very much on the ground with their fingers on the pulses of what is going 
on in schools and colleges in their neck of the woods. So, we are getting those soundings 
all the while and we will come back to the central team and the outreach officers and will 
say ‘schools are asking for this. So, the core offer has evolved in that sense. 
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Cultural change 

 

Finally, interviewees considered the cultural change in schools and colleges that GMH had help instil. 

Some of the activities we offer, HM 2 remarked, are ‘now their business as usual.’ It takes, it was 

acknowledged, ‘a long time to get it embedded but we have become embedded. We are the first point 

of contact. People did not ask about hidden costs and quality now. They know the targeting now. 

Similarly, HM 3 observed, we are ‘now recognised as a reputable organisation, whilst HM 4 remarked 

‘we don’t have to convince schools of the merits’ anymore. We have built up trust with them and they 

recommend our activities’ to other schools. Supporting the claim of having become embedded and 

recognised as reputable, the same interviewee added that the local authority produce their own 

resources for school leavers and GMH is referenced in these.  

 

 

Developmental suggestions 

 

 

Take up of the offer 

 

Whilst SG 2 described GMH’s coverage as ‘pretty inclusive of the whole region, with much work 

happening in areas of great need’, there could on occasions be a difference it was suggested ‘between 

what is offered and what is taken up and at times. I think take-up could be improved in some areas.’ 

In terms of how this might be achieved, it was added, ‘I just wonder if the person in schools needs to 

communicate the GMH offer to teaching staff more effectively, may be by putting posters up in staff 

rooms, and colour-coded into subject areas.’ The website, it was observed, could also be developed 

further, so that it is ‘easier for teachers who are under such pressure to navigate, and with events that 

communicated in more engaging ways.’ 

 

 

Enhancing the offer 

 

Various interviewees considered ways in which the GMH offer could be developed. SG 2 suggested 

the greater use could be made of some of the subject specialisms possessed by partner HE providers. 

‘We could be placed in charge’ of developing interventions that match these areas of expertise, that 

would be an effective way to for ‘the partnership as a whole’ to ‘benefit’ from ‘our skills’. Similarly, SG 
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3 suggested that more could be done around the depth and breadth of HE qualifications, such as 

apprenticeships and foundation degrees. A comparable point was made by some of the teaching 

professionals. Whilst TP 6 acknowledging that GMH ‘do now touch on degree apprenticeships, I think 

degree apprenticeships are not done as much in the school and it should be, if that makes sense. I 

know they do presentations on [apprenticeships] where they go into school but the kids get a lot of 

assemblies and a lot of presentations about things.’ In response, the suggestion was made of providing 

a local apprenticeship event that would feature ‘employers who do degree apprenticeships’, whilst 

mention was also made to producing a short film featuring apprentice employers, as well as 

apprentices. ‘Then maybe the schools could put it on their system for the pupils to access in a careers 

lesson or played as part of an Apprenticeship Week.’ 

 

Elsewhere, TP 10 talked about the value of offering more information and advice on level 4 

programmes rather than full degrees, since, it was argued, ‘my students from NCOP may well progress 

onto these.’ Similarly, reference was made to the value of informing them of the professions requiring 

this level of qualification, including those associated with education and health. Developing this line 

of thought, it was added ‘are there some records within GMH of those students that do a level 4 

qualification, what do they get it in and what profession do they go on to do? If there are, it was 

suggested, ‘we could target at an even cleverer level’. 

 

 

Intervention ideas 

 

In terms of delivery mechanisms and approaches, GA 1 discussed the value of offering more 

interventions that include informal conversations in the classroom led by graduate advisors. In format, 

it was suggested that this might comprise a short presentation leading to an open discussion, including 

a question and answer component. This small group approach would, it is was argued, have appeal to 

those who might be reluctant to speak in larger group settings, whilst it would also be a way of 

gathering a lot of feedback from participants.  

 

Elsewhere, mention was made to the programme making more use of the insights of experienced GAs. 

In this respect, GA 4 advanced the case for engaging graduate advisors in the co-production of 

interventions. ‘We know’, it was observed, ‘what works. We know how lessons run.’ A comparable 

argument was made by some of the student ambassadors, for drawing on insights and experiences 

more. Here, the example was offered of study skills workshops, which student ambassadors often co-

deliver. Currently, it was argued, ‘the material is collated by those who might have left HE years ago’, 
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and, consequently, not be as up-to-date as it could. Finally, suggestions were made for a way in which 

teachers could be further involved in intervention development. We could, HM 2 suggested, have 

some time allocated in hub steering groups to particular themes where teachers’ insights are sought. 

For instance, ‘what are barriers to pupils being successful and going to HE’.  

 

 

Summary 

 

 Interviewees identified a number of challenges faced by the young people from widening 

participation backgrounds they worked with. These included: 

 

o A tendency to stay in the areas they grew up in, and to follow, or to describe an intention 

to pursue, the career paths taken by their parents and other local adults 

o A lack of familiarity with higher education, a limited awareness of progression routes and a 

belief that HE is not for them, along with social expectations that they will seek employment 

following the end of compulsory education.  

 

 Interviewees, including teaching professionals, were positive in their overall assessment of the 

effectiveness of the GMH offer to address local learner needs. They also identified ways in 

which the network’s interventions had proved effective, including in:  

 

o Engaging those being targeted 

o Providing enrichment and life skills 

o Motivating students and raising their educational and career ambitions 

o Equipping young people with HE knowledge and insights 

o Cultivating HE intentions, including being able to envisage themselves participating 

o Contributing to educational attainment  

o Supporting next step decision making, including that associate with post-16 options 

o Supporting HE progression. 

 

 Interviewees also identified the particular GMH interventions they considered to be especially 

effective in addressing learner needs. These included: 

 

o The deployment of inspirational (and relatable) speakers and role models 

o Mentoring, including online provision 
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o Campus visits, including those involving HE providers outside the region 

o Summer schools and finance talks 

 

 More generally, interviewees drew attention to the effectiveness of interventions that involved 

a number of ‘touch points’ and that ran over a sustained period of time.  

 

 They also highlighted the importance of an annual planning process in supporting the delivery 

of an outreach programme tailored to the needs of individual schools and colleges, and that 

was facilitated by the establishment of close working relations between regional hubs and their 

partner schools and colleges.  

 

 Some interviewees also described the cultural change in schools and colleges that GMH had 

help instil, and that has seen the network’s offer become embedded in school plans.  

 

Recommendations 5 - 9. 

 

 Explore options for further enhancing the take up of the GMH offer, especially in relation to 

some subject-specific provision. This could include encourage information about these 

interventions to be sent on to relevant teaching staff, and in further developing the GMH 

website to ensure it is easy to navigate for teaching contacts.  

 

 Explore ways in which the support and guidance on work-based routes could be further 

developed. This might include involving events featuring those who recruit HE level 

apprentices, as well as some of the trainees on these programmes.  

 

 Consider ways in which interventions and outreach support could provide further information 

and advice on level 4 and 5 qualifications, including HNCs and HNDs.  

 

 Explore options for engaging graduate advisors in the development of provision and of utilising 

the insights of experienced student ambassadors.  

 

 Consider ways for increasing the involvement of teaching professionals in the development of 

interventions, including in allocating time in hub steering group meetings to gathering their 

insights. 

 



 75 

 



 76 

11. Impartiality  
 

 

Q5. Has collaborative working increased schools’ access to impartial advice and guidance for 

targeted learners in years 9-13 across Greater Manchester.  

 

 

The steering group perspective 

 

General assessment 

 

The view that the collaborative working facilitated by GMH has increased school and college access to 

impartial information and advice for targeted learners was expressed by a number of steering group 

members. SG 6 emphasised the value of being part GMH, because of ‘being able to offer impartiality 

to schools and learners in a meaningful way’. SG 5 also talked about the impartial advice and guidance 

offered by GMH enabling young people across the region to have more options open to them. 

Similarly, SG 9 argued that the network’s ‘impartial approach to this area of work is hugely beneficial 

to young people [in enabling them] to experience several types of HE all at once, so they can make 

the most informed choice possible.’ Elaborating, it was added, they ‘only need to speak to one place 

to access all of the different activities and events.’ This also saves school staff time and energy. SG 4 

made a comparable point. ‘For schools in particular, having a single presence to represent the HE 

sector in an impartial way is valuable.’  

 

 

The role of regional hubs 

 

The pivotal role of the regional hubs was also referenced in relation to access to IAG. ‘I think the Hub 

model,’ SG 6 argued, ‘is a real advantage for schools and colleges, providing a single point of [contact]. 

Likewise, SG 4 observed that GMH’s organisational structure has enabled ‘support [to be] more evenly 

spread across schools than would happen without collaboration, where some would have lots of 

universities supporting them but the majority would have none.’ 
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The GMH team perspective  

 

 

General assessment 

 

The hub manager’s perspective  

 

The importance of ensuring schools and colleges have access to impartial information and advice was 

also highlighted by hub managers. ‘Impartiality is huge’, HM 1 observed, in terms of ‘giving young 

people information, advice and guidance from an informed place and without bias.’ Similarly, HM 5 

argued that ‘impartiality is a big strength’ of GMH. ‘From the perspective of my team and I, it’s great 

that we can speak with parents, teachers and young people. I actually say to them ‘I don’t care if you 

go to one of the Greater Manchester universities, or Plymouth, or St Andrews, or even if don’t go, just 

as long as you are making the right decision for you. It’s probably quite a powerful message that has 

taken quite a bit of time to get across.’ In contrast, the fear was expressed that ‘if funding was taken 

away [from GMH] I think there would still be a ‘well you would say that, because you are selling your 

course or your institution’.’ Indeed, in reflecting on own role and position, the same interviewee 

added: 

 

I see myself as the champion of the young people in [this area]. We want to bring those 
opportunities and we want to raise their - not aspiration, I think many of them already are 
very aspirational if you talk to their parents and teachers - but they perhaps don’t expect 
to go to university, because it’s not for me.  

 

This assessment of their role was shared by HM 1. ‘We are the point of contact and voice of schools 

and colleges. They are the ones we care about most.’ As a network, it was added, ‘we can access a 

number of providers [and offer] a breadth of knowledge to parents, careers and schools. We can bring 

all universities and colleges into the mix. If it were not us, the schools might just go to their local 

provider.’ The ability to provide impartial information and advice across the network was facilitated, 

HM 3 observed, by our ‘ability to work closely with schools. We know’, it was added, ‘how to engage.’ 

 

 

 

 

 

The views of graduate advisors and student ambassadors 
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The central role of providing impartiality was also recognised and commented upon by the graduate 

advisors interviewed. GA 1 described the importance of seeing things from the perspective of the 

young people the programme seeks to work with. ‘When I do presentations, I remind them that I was 

not aware of this when I was your age’. The ‘open dialogue’ we can have, it was added, is ‘really useful. 

The children have the freedom to ask what they want.’ The distinct role graduate advisors are able to 

play in the provision of impartial information and advice was also commented upon by GA 7. ‘We are 

young, recent graduates, [so can] provide IAG around contemporary issues. The careers advisors at 

school do not have recent experience of HE. That is what students want to hear.’ Similarly, GA 10 

observed we ‘can talk about the experience, or know someone on degree apprenticeship or who have 

gone to FE’. The importance of current knowledge and experience when talking with young people 

was also emphasised by GA 8. They ‘want to know what it is like now, not what it was like 10-15 years 

ago.’ In addition, GA 8 observed that ‘they get to know you and feel comfortable asking questions.’ 

Illustrating this, a school visit to Cambridge University was recalled. ‘One of the students said ‘there’s 

no one like me here.’ I don’t think they would say that to a teacher’. 

 

The need to offer impartial information and advice was also recognised by student advisors in the 

intervention support they provided. ‘With GMH, SA 1 noted, you need to recognise that ‘there are 

other universities and talk about’ them. Reference was also made to practices adopted for ensuring 

institutional impartiality. When they ask you about your HE experiences, SA 1 observed, you ‘bounce 

off student ambassadors from other universities’ in your responses. Along similar lines, SA 2 discussed 

‘referring to the examples of friends with BTECs and how they went on to university.’ Beyond this, SA 

2 noted the importance of ‘being honest about what student life [and] studying at uni is like, and of 

what going from high school to college and university’ involves. Similarly, SA 3 talked about ‘being 

honest about student finance and the support [available] if you are struggling.’ 

 

 

The school perspective 

 

General 

 

In their replies, the teaching professionals interviewed were able to confirm that GMH’s work was 

ensuring that partner schools and colleges across the region, and their Uni Connect students, amongst 

others from under-represented backgrounds, were able to access impartial advice and guidance about 

post-18 options. In this regard, TP 8 observed, ‘GMH are very professional and concerned with the 
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interests of 14-16 year olds, rather than individual institutional agendas.’ With GMH, TP 1 remarked, 

‘students can see different universities and different opinions [without feeling any] pressure to go to 

that [particular] university’. Elsewhere, TP 3 argued that GMH’s presence ensures schools across the 

region have comparable opportunities to engage with a range of HEIs. Without them, it was suggested, 

universities might focus on ‘link schools’. A comparable point was made by TP 12. ‘You might lose the 

impartiality aspect if the universities were the only ones putting the information out.’  

 

GMH distinct role in being able to provide informed information and advice about HE was commented 

upon by TP 5. ‘We work closely with progress tutors who advise about university but they’re not 

specialists on university, so I think that’s when we need people like GM Higher to come in and give 

impartial advice. I think GM Higher can still be independent when talking about the benefits of 

university and remain impartial’. We can, it was added, ‘tell them about our HE courses but what’s 

right for one is not necessarily right for the other. At the end of the day, it’s their future. We have to 

put the students first. It’s helping them to make a more informed decision.’  

 

 

Impartiality by stealth 

 

GMH success at offering information about a range of HE opportunities in an engaging way was 

highlighted by TP 13: 

 

As soon as they hear the word university, and it’s heart breaking for me - they associate 
that word with debt. As soon as they were working with [a particular] university, it would 
just switch them off - ‘I’m not going to university’. Our pupils from these kinds of 
backgrounds - some of whom access food banks - as soon as they hear the word 
‘university’ they think it isn’t for them because their parents didn’t go and no one they 
know has gone, and that they just need to get a job. Whereas, with GMH it’s almost raising 
aspirations by stealth, without even realising it. As soon as they go to perhaps ‘Take to 
Law’ or ‘Highways to Healthcare’, they realise it is something they can do.  

 

 

Beyond HE 

 

For a number of teaching professionals the impartiality offered by GMH extended beyond HE. ‘I don’t 

think’, TP 11 suggested, ‘they’re necessarily saying you should do this - you get your results and go to 

this university.’ Elaborating it was argued that: 
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What they’re doing is encouraging students that perhaps might not go down the academic 
route or the A level route - so think they can’t go to University - that they can get there, 
or you can do a degree at college, or a BTEC instead of a degree. It doesn’t have to be 
university. I think they’re giving them more tools. They give them a lot of information 
about other routes into university if that’s what they choose at the end of the day. 

 

A similar observation was made by TP 4. Whilst GMH ‘are obviously promoting higher education’, it 

was added that ‘quite a lot of the activities are a subtle sell. We are promoting industry and 

encouraging students to look at all the options. They are very accommodating with that. I have never 

felt they are hammering the HE stick.’ Likewise, TP 2 drew attention to a mentoring programme, that 

included those from ‘industry’ and who talk about a work-based routes. The same interviewee also 

pointed out that the ‘tutoring and workshops for studying are aimed at rais[ing] their qualifications, 

which is going to help them whatever field they go into.’ 

 

Along similarly lines, TP 7 observed that whilst ‘GMH works with all the universities, it’s the exposure 

you get to other careers’:  

 

I don’t use those opportunities solely as university. Because one of the things we say is 
that if you going out on a trip you need to think about who maintains this, who does that, 
who caters for them. It is the bigger picture. So, if you go on a uni visit, it’s brilliant for 
them to understand university life but actually there are care takers teams, there onsite 
electricians. So, we tend to look at the bigger picture, because it’s those sorts of things 
that the kids don’t think about.  

 

In addition, the same interviewee observed, ‘for us it is also talking about afterwards or even while 

you are at university. And what kind of job you would get to support yourself. It actually opens up a 

lot more avenues for them to think about.’ 

 

Indeed, for some the impartial advice that GMH was able to provide was judged to be the most valued 

aspect of what the partnership delivered. ‘We know’, TP 5 remarked that ‘if there is something we 

think important for our students, we can go to them for that impartial advice. If we didn’t have them, 

the only people we’d go to would be the universities. They’ve delivered some great sessions as well 

but, again, it comes back to impartiality.’ 
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Developmental suggestions 

 

Whilst GMH’s ability to provide IAG to target learners across the region was widely commended by 

interviewees, including teaching professions, various suggestions were made for how this aspect of 

the network’s offer could be further developed. 

 

 

Provision of labour market information 

 

For TP 6, there would be considerable merit in GMH providing ‘labour market information that links 

to higher education’. ‘I think’, it was added, that ‘schools would appreciate getting that ticked off their 

Gatsby boxes, and I think it links into the if I’m going to do a degree what’s at the end of it, in terms 

of employability and getting a job.’ Associated with this was the idea of more employer engagement. 

Whilst it was noted by the same interviewee that GMH have ‘some good networks with other 

universities, to be sustainable and relevant the network needs to grow to include employers’, 

including from sectors such as the NHS.  

 

 

Interventions that equip learners with research skills 

 

CT 3 discussed the value of developing interventions that would equip students with skills required to 

research HE level courses and to look at, and interpret, league tables. ‘We will do a presentation on 

how to choose a course’ but, it was contested, ‘without that cultural capital, they need coaching on 

these matters.’  

 

 

GA training and wider recruitment 

 

The same interviewee (CT 3) also argued for additional graduate advisor training, so they are better 

equipped to provide information and advice including in terms of post-14 options and post-16 

transitions, as well as vocational and work-based offers. Along comparable lines, GA 3 called for more 

graduate advisors to be recruited who have been through an apprenticeship programme or studied 

HE in FE, rather than at university. Accompanying this, was the suggestion of receiving additional 

training from someone on FE course, which might involve spending day at college and speaking with 

current students and tutors. Such training, it was added, would make it easier for us to deliver a wide 
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range of workshops. Similarly, GA 8 talked about value of further training ‘on progression routes. The 

main one I am aware of’, it was noted, ‘is the one I took, which is the traditional [one]. I don’t know 

so much about other routes.’  

 

 

Wider recruitment of SAs and additional training 

 

A call for the wider recruitment was also made by CT 3 in relation to student ambassadors. The student 

ambassadors scheme, it was argued, does not always reflect the backgrounds of those the network 

supports. If, it was argued, you are talk with ‘WP kids in college, the last thing they will want is a three 

A’s student from Manchester.’ A similar point was made by SA 5, in recalling a conversation with a 

student during an HE visit, who observed that ‘no one looks like me, so not want to go’. Elsewhere, SA 

4 talked about the value of recruiting new student ambassadors earlier in their first year. This, it was 

added, could be achieved by approaching confirmed first years by email or through their personal 

tutors. If they start earlier, then, it was added, the hope will be that they stay for three year and then 

the quality of student ambassadors will be even better.  

 

The idea of further student ambassador training also featured in number of conversations. SA 2 talked 

about the benefits of having experienced student ambassadors sharing their knowledge with newer 

recruits. Exploring the mechanisms for this, reference was made to expanding the level of mentoring 

that was already offered and in having  senior ambassadors team up with less experienced ones.  

 

 

Summary 

 

 The view that the collaborative working facilitated by GMH had increased school and college 

access to impartial advice and guidance for targeted learners was expressed by a number of 

steering group members. 

 

 The value of providing impartial advice and guidance was also referenced by the same 

interviewees in ensuring young people across the region have more options open to them and 

can make the most informed choices. 

 

 The pivotal the regional hubs play in providing access to impartial advice and guidance for 

targeted learners was highlights by steering group members and hub managers, as well as 
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graduate advisors - who played a central role in intervention delivery - and student advisors, 

who were conscious of the importance of communicating a range of post-18 options and of 

providing a realistic account of HE. 

 

 The teaching professionals interviewed were able to confirm that GMH’s work was ensuring 

that partner schools and colleges across the region, and their Uni Connect students, amongst 

others from under-represented backgrounds, were able to access impartial advice and 

guidance about post-18 options. In particular, reference was made to GMH being concerned 

with the interests of the young people the partnership worked with, and whose presence 

ensured schools and colleges across the region have comparable opportunities to engage with 

a range of higher education providers. 

 

 A number of teaching professionals talked about the impartiality offered by GMH extending 

beyond academic routeways, to encompass work-based options. 

 

 

Recommendations 10 - 13. 

 

Consider how GMH could: 

 

 Provide labour market information that links to higher education, and which would further 

support schools and colleges in meeting their Gatsby benchmarks and in helping young people 

to make informed choices.  

 

 Equip learners with skills required to research HE courses and interpret league tables. 

 

 Offer additional training for graduate advisors and student ambassadors, so the former, in 

particular, are better equipped to provide information and advice on post-14 options and post-

16 transitions, as well as vocational and work-based routes, whilst the latter are able to learn 

more from those with experience in the role. 

 

 Seek to ensure more student ambassador are recruited from disadvantaged backgrounds and 

from amongst those who have taken less traditional routes into HE study and training.  
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12. Benefits to schools and colleges 
 

 

Q6. What are the benefits for schools and colleges in engaging with outreach delivered 

collaboratively? 

 

 

Overview 

 

Interviewees identified a range of benefits for schools and colleges from engagement with GMH 

beyond those associated with the provision of interventions aimed at raising the HE awareness, 

understanding and interest amongst those from the Uni Connect cohort.  

 

 

Funding 

 

The funding made available by the partnership was, HM 1 judged, ‘huge’ for schools and colleges. 

Similarly, HM 5 observed that ‘many of them say without the funding from GMH they wouldn’t have 

been able to do anywhere near the things that they have in the past three and a half years’. The 

importance of funding was also highlighted by some of the graduate advisors. For GA 4, the financial 

support that the network could offer was amongst the things schools valued most about the 

partnership. In particular, this interviewee, as well as GA 5, drew attention to the ‘fact we pay for trips 

and provide transport for them. If the transport costs were not covered, GA 9 contended, schools 

would ‘stop attending a lot of things’.  

 

This assessment of importance was confirmed by various teaching professionals. Schools, TP 2 argued, 

‘cannot afford to pay for coaches to the universities for [our students] to look around.’ Similarly , TP 3 

stated ‘I couldn’t have taken these pupils out without them. Of the 20 or so times I have worked with 

GMH over the years, I’d say 16 or 17 of those events would never have happened. Primarily because 

of the funding. We are a deprived school. The funding is brilliant. Knowing funding is available’, it was 

added, ‘enables the school to plan for activities.’ However, the same interviewee also provided a 

qualifier to this observation. ‘It’s not just because they are free. It is the fact that the events get our 

pupils out into universities, work places and museums. The benefits are amazing.’ 
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Funding that is ring-fenced 

 

In discussing the funding provided, a number of interviewees emphasised the importance attached to 

it being ring-fenced. Without ring-fencing, HM 1 observed, the danger would be that the money would 

go elsewhere. A comparable point was made by HM 2, HM 3 and HM 5, with the latter suggesting that 

if not ring-fenced it could be ‘consumed into lots of other things.’ Comparable observations were 

made by the teaching professionals. Indeed, there was a shared view that it was better that the 

funding be overseen by GMH than be given directly to schools and colleges. In this respect, TP 2 argued 

that without being managed by GMH ‘it [could] get swallowed up and the pupils would not benefit.’ 

Similarly, TP 3 noted that ‘with GMH, every penny that is spent can be spoken for. We have been given 

funding’, it was added, ‘because we have put a plan together it is going to cost this and this and [our 

hub manager] oversees it.’ The same view was expressed by TP 8. ‘If money was devolved into schools, 

it would disappear. It’s ring-fenced so other people can’t get their mitts on it. [GMH] are like my bank.’  

 

 

Administrative support and co-ordination 

 

Both hub managers and graduate advisors discussed the value schools and colleges placed in the 

administrative support the partnership provided. Amongst them, GA 5 noted that the ‘fact we 

organise it all - the transport and the day - is [important because] a lot of teachers say they do not 

have time to do that.’ Elaborating on this viewpoint, HM 4 observed that ‘a major factor for school is 

time, [including] time to book coaches.’ HM 1 also contested that ‘it is not just the funding. It is more 

about the experience. We arrange it, including doing risk assessments. I doubt schools would have the 

time to get it together - approach universities, book transport, arrange risk assessment. All they need 

to do is get consent and [ensure] the students turn up for the day.’ The importance of this aspect of 

the GMH’s offer was also highlighted by CT 2, who discussed earlier research carried out by the NNCO 

programme that found the reason ‘why schools don’t engage in outreach is often operational. They 

don’t have staff time to sort things out, or to find information easily.’ In discussing the same findings, 

HM 3 observed that ‘we listened to them’ and responded.  

 

The importance of this form of support was confirmed by many of the teaching professionals. ‘We are 

a huge school’, TP 4 noted, and ‘can’t take part in 30 people trips, especially if they are off-site [not 

just] because of the cost of transport and the cost of losing staff for the day [but also because] of 

administrating the whole thing’. Similarly, TP 7 observed: 
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The careers staff are [also] teachers. How would they free up the additional time to be 
able to generate those kinds of interactions and visits? I just don’t think it would happen. 
It takes an awful lot of organisation to get a coachload of various school kids out. How 
would one person do that, it would cost an awful lot more. Whereas, GMH would have 
one coach and eight schools on it. It just doesn’t make sense. It doesn’t compute. GMH 
have that infrastructure so it’s not just the intervention, it is the support [that 
accompanies it].  

 

A comparable point, relating to co-ordination, was made by TP 9. ‘It’s very useful to have everything 

in one place and managed. I don’t think we could get as much of a wraparound offer [if] schools [were] 

liaising directly with universities because I think it would be a bit scattergun.’ Similarly, TP 12 argued 

that ‘GM Higher are able to pick out a good university to send [our] students to, [and have] done the 

research, [and know] the programmes work. You’ve got that organisation that are doing that job and 

letting the teachers get on with teaching as much as possible.’ Highlighting the administrative and 

organisational support provided by their graduate advisor, TP 13 observed that ‘GMH source the 

event, organise the event, and organise the coaches (which are a massive thorn in my side!). They are 

worth their weight in gold.’  

 

Indeed, for some of the teaching professionals GMH’s organisational support was regarded as the 

network’s most valuable role. In this respect, TP 8 observed ‘they are professional. When they say 

they will do it, they do it. Similarly, TP 11 remarked that, while ‘there are other higher education 

resources I can contact, they’re all fragmented, whereas GM Higher just pull it all together. GM Higher 

channels it. It’s much easier that they have the overview of it.’  

 

 

Careers support 

 

For HM 1, one of key benefits for schools and colleges in working with GMH concerned the careers 

support offered. ‘A lot of schools’, it was noted, ‘have not had great Ofsteds in recent years’ in relation 

to careers’. A similar observation was made by CT 2, who described how the ‘core programme had 

responded to the coming along of the Gatsby benchmarks’. Likewise, CT 5 talked about teachers not 

necessarily having time for careers. Often, it was noted, ‘I work with careers leaders who are also part-

time teachers and on the senior leadership team.’  

 

The benefits of the careers support provided was also commented upon by some of the teaching 

professionals. ‘Having those additional contacts and insights [that GMH] can bring’, TP 1 observed, ‘is 

tremendous for us in getting more students and teachers onboard with careers.’ Similarly, TP 2 
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pointed out that one of the main ‘boxes’ that GMH tick relates to the Gatsby benchmarks. A lot of 

GMH activities enable us to give evidence that we have offered those opportunities to our students.’ 

Indeed, TP 8 argued that ‘I cannot fulfil my Gatsby Benchmarks without GMH. I cannot do it’. Indeed, 

for this interviewee one of the main reasons their school had ‘achieved 100 per cent on all the Gatsby 

Benchmarks for the last two years’ was down to the support provided by the network. ‘I know GMH 

isn’t the sole component but they are a major tool for me.’  

 

 

Adding careers capacity 

 

In exploring GMH’s contribution to careers education further, various interviewees talked about how 

the partnership’s offer added to what school was able to provide. TP 14 observed that what GMH is 

able to offer ‘massively’ complements what we are able to do from a careers point of view in school. 

Similarly, TP 5 observed ‘we are a small team with lots that we want to do. We could possibly get out 

to all of those learners and am sure they do listen to what we have to say but then if somebody like 

GM Higher comes in and reiterates messages or gives similar information, then it’s coming from two 

reliable sources. I think they do complement what we do.’ 

 

TP 10 sought to quantify GMH’s contributions to their school’s careers offer. ‘You are probably talking 

half of our activities that help raise aspiration with our students in a careers programme come from 

GMH.’ Indeed, TP 14 argued that one of GMH’s main achievements, from their perspective was in 

enriching the careers programme. ‘It’s enabled us to do things we wouldn’t have done because we 

didn’t have the budget for it. That has enriched my careers programme by quite a high degree.’  

 

 

Supporting key groups of learners  

 

For HM 3, one important advantage schools and college derived from engaging with GMH was in the 

support provide to particular learner groups. This was confirmed by number of the teaching 

professionals. TP 12 observed: 

 

We’ve got a school improvement plan each year and we’ve used GM Higher to feed into. 
We had a focus on white British boys the year before last, as they weren’t necessarily 
making the grades and then this offer came from [our hub manager], which was perfect. 
It has worked well for us as they’ve had activities that have worked for us to feed into the 
things we want to improve.  
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Similarly, TP 14 noted that ‘one of my targets, and it is quantifiable, is that we need to increase the 

number’ of our students progressing to level 3, because, previously, huge numbers have gone onto 

level 2 courses when they have left us. That is one of my targets. The work that GMH does ties in 

brilliantly with that. Because’, it was added, ‘you are saying to students you can aspire to achieve 

grade 4s in your GCSEs and if you get 4 of those you can by-pass the system, and go on to do a level 3 

course and go straight to university’ after that. Along comparable lines, TP 6 talked about GMH’s 

contribution to addressing where students are going’ once they leave the school, including, it was 

added, in terms of ‘NEET figures. If those students aren’t given the right career programme, they 

[could] go on the wrong course at college and become NEET and not have a good progression.’ 

 

 

Personal development 

 

Two teaching professionals discussed how GMH helped support their school’s personal development 

agenda. TP 2 observed that a lot of interventions ‘encourage communication and team work, and 

reflecting on [one’s] strengths and [ambitions].’ Similarly, TP 3 talked about how GMH’s offer 

contributes to ‘making [students] more rounded individuals’, which, it was pointed out, is something 

‘Ofsted are looking at. [It encourages them to] think different things. Lots of our kids do not go outside 

the estate.’ The partnership’s provision enables them ‘to experience things they would not otherwise 

do.’ Similarly, TP 8 noted that with GMH’s help ‘we are giving the kids experiences that they wouldn’t 

have with their family members.’ Hopefully, it was added, ‘by taking them to big shiny offices, they 

[will] say I want a bit of this, I want to do that. That then pushes them to achieve academically because 

they want to see what is at the end of the rainbow.’ 

 

 

The breadth of offer and range of contacts 

 

For CT 2, one of the key benefits provided by GMH was the ‘breadth of the offer’ available to schools 

and colleges. Illustrating this, it was noted that ‘you can go to the Graphene Institute at the University 

of Manchester, or the National Centre for Motorsport Engineering at the University of Bolton’. This 

aspect of GMH’s offer was also remarked upon by a number of the teaching professionals. ‘They have’, 

TP 4 noted, ‘a huge bank of providers’, whilst TP 14 suggested that without GMH, ‘you would almost 

be constantly going to the same institutions because you have a relationship there. Whereas in my 

view GMH cast their net wider than I can. They will pick up and build those relationships stronger than 

I can.’ Indeed, the breadth of resulting opportunities was identified by TP 13 and TP 7 as one of GMH’s 
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principal achievements, with the latter noting that ‘it’s having the opportunities for the visits and the 

trips, and having the ambassadors come into school. Some of those are invaluable for the pupils.’ 

Likewise, TP 10 argued that GMH have ‘allowed us to experience a lot of things that we have not 

experienced before. I’ve been here 24/25 years and there are a lot more opportunities for our 

students who have never had them before.’  

 

 

Brokerage, arbitration and quality assurance  

 

Linked to the breath of the offer was GMH’s role as an arbitrator, ensuring, as HM 4 observed, that 

‘some schools disproportionately access outreach and some miss out’. GMH can make sure that the 

learners in all our schools ‘have gone on at least one [campus] visit’. An associated role was identified 

by TP 8. ‘I don’t want to talk to six universities. I want to talk to [my GMH contact] who can broker 

them for me. I haven’t got the time to look up who is in academic posts for this year at such and such 

a university.’ 

 

Elsewhere, interviewees highlighted GMH’s quality assurance role. Indeed, GA 8 argued that what 

encourages schools to engage is that the outreach offer is ‘always to a high standard and they can see 

what students get out of it.’ Developing this point, GA 10 observed that ‘all HEIs have to submit their 

offers to [one of GMH’s managers], who reviews them and has termly meetings where they present 

their offer to all the hubs and managers’. The same interviewee added that this and related checks 

mean that we can ‘make sure they are not repeating the same thing.’ Similarly, SA 4 discussed the 

consistency of the offer that is possible with ‘one organising body that delivers the training and 

equipment, and that organises things from a central point [which are then] filtered down to the hubs.’  

 

This quality control aspect also drew praise from a number of teaching professionals. TP 11 observed 

‘GM Higher have that prior knowledge [and] know what’s going on. We’d be in the dark really. They 

look at all the projects out there, as there are hundreds. It channels it for the schools.’ Similarly, TP 12 

noted that they ‘listen to schools with different interventions, so they’ve been able to do that analysis 

so that the ones that don’t work aren’t coming into schools or they get decommissioned.’ Indeed, for 

TP 14 this constituted one of the key roles GMH plays. ‘Everything we have engaged in so far has been 

very high quality. I don’t know if you get that from another institution.’  
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Expertise 

 

For a number of interviewees, the expertise that GMH could provide was seen as a further benefit for 

schools and colleges. ‘Not all tutors, or even senior leadership teams,’ HM 2 noted, ‘have an 

understanding of careers and HE and student finance. Having those who run the project with this 

expertise’ is a key benefit. A similar point was made by CT 1. ‘The is a lot of progression and continuity 

in the partnership. Many graduate advisors have been ambassadors’, whilst most of the ‘managers 

have been in place for some time’. Some of the graduate advisors also commented on the expertise 

that was to be found in each of the hubs. GA 4 outlined how the hubs combine a ‘local understanding 

with the expertise of the higher education institutions who provide interventions.’ Confirming this, 

GA 7 added that ‘over the years [GMH have] created lots of contacts and resources.’  

 

A number of the teaching professionals corroborated these assessments. ‘The expertise they being as 

a team’, TP 1 argued, ‘has been value for money’. They know what has ‘worked in other colleges, and 

they are talking to other areas in the NW and UK. They can bring new ideas in.’ Similarly, TP 14 

observed that ‘if you want specialist help, you sometimes have to go via an intermediary. Someone 

who will know what help is available, where it is available and what might work. That’s what I have 

found with GMH. Having someone who knows that market, inside out, saves me huge amounts of 

time. [They are] a sort of one stop shop’ of ideas.  

 

 

Professional development 

 

Related to the expertise contained in the networks, some of the teaching professionals also talked 

about the CPD opportunities provided by GMH. TP 11 observed ‘they support me in my role [with] the 

information they give me. They keep my knowledge up-to-date as well.’ Interviewees also talked 

about the particular development opportunities provided. TP 13 drew attention to ‘the GMH hub 

meetings. I love CPD. I love meeting other professionals to see how they are doing in their schools, so 

the meetings are fantastic. It’s not,’ it was added, ‘just that they do the paperwork for the trips. They 

facilitate so much CPD. It enhances my role as a careers leader in school.’ Similarly, TP 14 talked about 

‘com[ing] away [from hub meetings] with thousands of ideas that you want to do.’ Providing a more 

detailed insight, TP 11 described how at such meetings ‘they let us know what’s available at the 

different universities and, because the schools are there as well, we can network at the meetings. We 

can see what’s being done at different schools through GM Higher. They can give their opinions on 

how various projects [and] activities have worked, [or] not worked.’  
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Developmental suggestions 

 

Whilst the CPD opportunities were commended by a number of teaching professionals, CT 1 discussed 

the potential for offering further professional development for teachers. In particular, it was felt that 

they need to know how particular interventions can help meet Gatsby benchmarks. Whilst time was 

likely to be a challenge, given how busy teachers are, the potential for delivering CPD online was 

recognised. The resources generated could, it was added by the same interviewee, also be shared with 

colleagues. In addition, reference was made to an idea raised by a teaching contact of establishing a 

working group of teachers to explore this topic. It can be suggested that this might address what 

teaching professionals need to know and how best to be informed.  

 

One particular CPD request came from TP 5. This was in relation to supporting their institution’s 

progress tutors (and, potentially, it can be suggested, in supporting school and college contacts more 

generally). It would involve informing them of the online and virtual materials prepared by GMH, and 

how they could be used. This guidance could, it was added, be delivered as a virtual session, with any 

questions arising emailed to the partnership.  

 

 

Summary 

 

 Interviewees identified a range of benefits for schools and colleges from engaging with GMH 

that go beyond those associated the provision of interventions aimed at raising HE awareness, 

understanding and interest amongst those from the Uni Connect cohort. These comprised: 

 

o The funding made available by the partnership, including in covering transport costs, and 

the fact that it is ring-fenced for the purpose outreach 

o The administrative support, including in organising transport preparing risk assessments 

o The careers support offered, including in helping to meet various Gatsby benchmarks (and 

in providing supporting evidence for this), as well as in enhancing the careers curriculum 

o Providing tailored support to key groups of learners featured in improvement plans, and in 

contributing to measures to minimise NEET figures 

o Supporting schools’ personal development agendas 

o Acting as an arbiter, to ensure equality of provision, and a broker, enabling access to a wide 

range of providers  



 92 

o Providing quality assurance over what it delivered. 

 

 

Recommendation 14. 

 

Consider how the network’s CPD offer for teaching professionals could be further developed, 

including in providing guidance on how particular interventions can help support the careers 

curriculum, and advice on the range of online resources the partnership has developed. 
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13. Evidence 

 

 

Q7. What benefits do institutions gain from collaboratively gathering evaluation and impact 

evidence? 

 

 

Benefits 

 

Whilst some of the positive outcomes of the evaluation work conducted by GMH were alluded to in 

previous chapters, specific reference to the benefits a collaborative approach to evidence gathering 

could bring were made by a number of the steering group members. SG 8 talked about the gains for 

individual institutions in adopting a coordinated, partnership approach to evaluation. Similarly, for SG 

9 one of the most valued aspects of what GMH offered concern ‘the monitoring and evaluation 

support provided to institutions. Evidence of the successful dissemination of findings to partner 

schools and colleges was reported by TP 11, who observed ‘we get information back from the [hub] 

steering group when they go through the evaluations of students that have attended’. Similarly, TP 1 

described receiving ‘excellent feedback’ from evaluations completed by our students. For this 

interviewee, ‘the feedback we have had has been second to none’.  

 

 

The need to do more 

 

This said, various interviewees suggested that more could be done, in terms of the collective approach 

to the gathering and utilisation of evidence. Reflecting on the situation to date, CT 2 concluded that 

‘we could have done more, or should have done more. I still feel [we do] not [have] as much evaluation 

capacity as other networks, compared with our size.’ A similar assessment was made by HM 1. 

‘monitoring and evaluation is huge. [It is] such a critical part. [Having, until recently], one individual 

doing that’ means that we have not been able to share feedback with schools’ as much as we could 

have. We ‘can’t’, it was added, ‘give them qualitative data [which is] quite frustrating.’  

 

A comparable point was made by HM 2. ‘Data and monitoring I think is a weakness with GMH. 

Teachers are saying we are having a great impact but we need to be capturing that. We need to get 

data and feed it back to schools’. Some of the potential gains from this were then alluded to by the 

same interviewee. ‘Schools will then talk about it more and it will spread into media. Schools not 
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engaging [with GMH] want to know the impact and that it is worth taking them out of lessons. Schools 

want to know have we made a difference.’ 

 

 

What needs to be done 

 

Interviewees from the various the stakeholder groups surveyed had ideas on what a more ambitious 

collective approach to evidence gathering and evaluation could provide.  

 

Personally, HM 3 remarked, I would ‘like schools to go on a visit and then a week later to get an 

evaluation form showing the impact that it has had. And’, it was added, ‘schools want to know and 

Ofsted want the evidence.’ A comparable point was made by GA 4. ‘I would like data from HEAT to 

come back [to individual schools. We provide] ‘it at a hub steering group once a term but I would like 

it more frequently - half a term, because schools ask. They like it for their own [purposes] and when 

Ofsted ask. Also’, it was added, ‘if they see data on how effective [are interventions have been], it 

helps us promote’ to what we do. This assessment also reflected feedback from some of the teaching 

professionals interviewed. In this respect, TP 10 observed that ‘my only thought about improving the 

process in the future is that GMH would feedback to us on a more regular basis.’ Elaborating on the 

rationale of this request, it was added, ‘it’s always very useful for school’ to receive this feedback, ‘first 

of all for Ofsted and secondly for us to know at the end of a process was that useful, do we want it the 

following year, has that it had an impact on our students? Because at the moment it’s a bit of 

guesswork. I think it’s very good but that is my biased view.’ 

 

The subject of what evidence and evaluation data is needed was also addressed by two of the hub 

managers. For HM 2, evaluations should be provided to assess the impact of a programme, or series 

of interventions, in order to establish their cumulative effect. Elaborating, it was observed that an 

initial survey ‘could be done before the first of five sessions, to gain a sense of expectations, and then 

a debrief and an evaluate after the fifth, to capture any changes over time and as consequence.’ Along 

similar lines, HM 4 talked about introducing an end of school year qualitative evaluation, which could 

take the form of a focus group with a sample of with learners. Although challenge of this, in terms of 

gaining a representative sample, was acknowledged when it was observed that the ‘more engaged 

and switched on’ would be amongst those most likely to participate.  
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Questions addressing the medium-term impact  

 

A number of the teaching professionals interviewed expressed similar ideas for evaluation. TP 3 talked 

about the value of gathering the medium term impact of interventions. ‘A lot of questions’, it was 

argued ‘are what impact has this had on you going to university’ but, it was added, ‘we are not 

necessarily putting university in a conversation when we are doing an activity with a child, if that 

makes sense.’ To illustrate this, it was observed that the principal purpose of options events is about 

‘choosing GCSEs’. Kids at these events, it was added, do ‘not see bigger picture of going to college and 

university’.  

 

The need to gather the medium term assessment of the impact of outreach was also advocated by TP 

10, although here the suggestion was for a qualitative perspective. ‘I’m sure’, it was suggested, that 

‘on the system you would be able to pull out 10 [year 11] students who have done three events over 

the previous three years and ask for ten minutes of their time. Someone from GHM, or an external 

organisation, could ask some questions, so we get some evidence, and we find out has it made an 

impact on their decision process or not. It would have to be done in an anonymous way but there is 

some way of doing it, it would just take some setting up.’ 

 

 

Destination data and role of GMH 

 

Elsewhere, TP 9 expressed a keenness to be informed of the destinations of former students who had 

been engaged in GMH interventions. ‘It would be fantastic for us to know which students went to 

university and where’ and, it was added, ‘for all sorts of reasons, [including] to celebrate with our 

younger students so they have role models within the community, and as a bit of reflection on us [in 

determining] which programmes are helping. It would be incredibly useful.’ Expanding on the last 

point, it was added, ‘if we got an idea of where they are now, we could map [this] against where they 

were on the programmes. Then we could say whether there were changes that needed to be made.’  

 

A number of the other teaching professionals also discussed the value of knowing more about the 

destinations of former students and the role played by the support given to them whilst at school. 

Currently, TP 3 observed, ‘I don’t know [what] the child I worked with four years ago is up to.’ We 

received an ‘update in the first year from college and then we don’t hear anything after that.’ A 

comparable point was made by TP 4 in discussing ‘destination measures’ associated with Gatsby. ‘We 

have great difficulty in getting any kind of statistics back from FE, which is where our students progress 
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to.’ That, it was concurred, would be a useful role for GMH to take on. The same point, in relation to 

destinations data three years after leaving school, was made by TP 11, although this interviewee 

observed that one of the main challenges is that ‘we can share information up to colleges but the 

information can’t come back down at the moment because of data sharing.’ Whilst it was recognised 

that this [challenge] was beyond schools and beyond GM Higher [to resolve], reference was made to 

the possibility of running ‘destination interviews [with some of] our students that took part in GM 

Higher events and who end up at university.’ Although, it was acknowledged that ‘issues around data 

sharing’ would still need to be negotiated.  

 

 

Adding to the picture 

 

Elsewhere, interviewees suggested ways in which the evidence surrounding the short-term impact of 

GMH interventions could be enriched. For HM 4, this included gathering the experiences and 

immediate impact of events by asking graduate advisors to make a record of their conversations with 

learners. Whilst it was observed ‘I encourage graduate advisors to record that and send it to me in 

writing, there would be value in having it ‘formalised a little bit more, by keeping a journal of feedback 

from events, from a learners perspective.’ Similarly, some of the student ambassadors talked about 

how they could be deployed in a data gathering role and, SA 5 described, to ‘give feedback on how 

attitudes and aspirations have changed’ during the course of some of the longer interventions. The 

argument for doing this was advanced by SA 1. We ‘know’, it was observed, ‘the aim of the day and 

will be with students all day, so have an overview that no one else will have.’ A similar point was made 

by SA 3. ‘We get insight into [their] progress [and] also the emotional journey of what is happening 

from the beginning to end of the programme. We have deeper relationships [with the participants] 

than the deliverer.’ 

 

The same interviewees also explored the methods that could be used to capture this data. Student 

ambassadors, SA 1 contented, could ‘have their own questionnaire’. Similarly, SA 2 suggested that at 

the end of an intervention student ambassadors could record the feedback they had gathered. Rather 

than completing an evaluation form, SA 5 advanced the idea of keeping a diary. For SA 4, the quality 

of the feedback and insights gained could be enhanced if student ambassadors were trained ‘to look 

for those moments of rich evidence and note then down in a structured way.’ The same data collecting 

medium could also, SA 1 observed, ask student ambassadors to identify whether there were any 

improvements that could be made to the event. However, it was added that consideration would need 

to be given to ways in which student ambassadors’ anonymity could be guaranteed. Ensuring this 
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would mean that the ‘most honest and frank feedback’ was likely to be provided. SA 1 also argued 

that asking student ambassadors to take on this role could be ‘quite empowering for [them] [in] 

see[ing the impact] that an intervention they led had.’  

 

 

 

 

Supporting schools to do more 

 

Finally, some of the teaching professionals suggested ways in which GMH could help support schools 

to be part of the data gathering process. TP 13 talked about the post-educational visit feedback forms 

their school required teachers attending interventions to complete. These, it was observed, had 

proved useful in helping to see ‘if it was worth doing [these events] again, for the sake of the pupils.’ 

Whilst an internal, institutional initiative, it was recognised that other schools might find using 

something similar to be of value in seeing the ‘tangible benefits’, and something that GMH could 

promote. Elsewhere, TP 9 talked about the potential for their school to ‘do some results analysis of 

our NCOP cohorts, because we know that they will have been exposed to the majority of programmes 

[offered by the network]. We haven’t done that’, it was added, ‘but we could’, perhaps supported by 

GMH and drawing upon its expertise. 

 

 

Summary 

 

 Steering group members discussed the gains for individual institutions in adopting a 

coordinated, partnership approach to the gathering of evaluation and impact evidence. These 

included the monitoring and evaluation support provided to partner institution.  

 

 Various teaching professionals described in positive terms the evidence provided on the impact 

of interventions involving their students, notably through feedback given at hub steering group 

meetings. 

 

 However, various interviewees suggested that more could be done, in terms of the collective 

approach to the gathering and utilisation of evidence.  
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Recommendations 15 - 20. 

 

 Consider ways in which evaluation and impact evidence can be regularly provided to schools 

and colleges, potentially following the delivery of any high intensity interventions, or after a co-

ordinated programme of events. Recognise the value and benefits for schools and colleges in 

providing this service, including in responding to Ofsted requests. 

 

 Consider how more qualitative insights into the impact of interventions could be provided, 

including by use of learner focus groups. 

 

 Explore ways to better capture the medium-term impact of interventions, including on attitudes 

and behaviours, as well as on next step decisions. 

 

 Explore ways to work with schools and colleges in providing data on the destinations of former 

students. 

 

 Consider how insights on the immediate and short-term impact of interventions might be 

gathered from graduate advisors and students ambassadors. 

  

 Consider ways in which GMH could support schools in contributing to the data gathering 

process, including by capturing the views of teachers who work with groups of Uni Connect 

students, as well as in providing advice and guidance in monitoring the comparative 

performance of these young people.  
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14. Other benefits to partner organisations (including HE providers) 

 

 

Q8. What other benefits have been realised by our partners from working collaboratively? 

 

 

Overview 

 

Interviewees identified a range of additional benefits for partner organisations (other than the schools 

and colleges receiving outreach interventions) arising from the collaborative working facilitated by 

GMH.  

 

 

Engaging with other agencies in the locality and region supporting young people 

 

A number of interviewees discussed how GMH had help promote working relations with other 

organisations supporting young people. In this respect, CT 2 talked about the gain for the partnership 

of engaging with those from the region’s various local authorities, especially in relation to ‘Gatsby and 

the careers agenda’, which, it was noted, LAs are still responsible for this. ‘The links we have’ 

established have really worked’. Confirming this assessment, HM 4 observed that ‘I am part of the 

employment forum at the LA and [have been able to] align the GMH offer around that.’ 

 

Similarly, HM 1 discussed the role of hubs in ‘working with community groups’, something, it was 

suggested, would not have been feasible with a more centralised model. GA 6 provided an insight into 

what some of this work had achieved. By engaging with community organisations we have ‘accessed 

students we might not have been able to do in school.’ A comparable point was made by GA 9, who 

argued that one of the biggest gains from having local hubs has been in nurturing stakeholder 

relations. We have worked with lots of different people and organisation, including local churches and 

after school clubs.  

 

 

Raise institutional profiles and FE engagement 

 

A further benefit was discussed by some of the steering group members, including SG 2. Contributing 

to the collaborative offer, it was observed, ‘helps us to raise the profile of our organisation in schools 
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by getting more classes into our building and by letting schools know the variety of activity we have 

on offer’. Taking a wider FE perspective, SG 1 noted that engaging with GMH has helped to ‘ensure 

there is an offer which includes HE in FECs’. Elsewhere, HM 2 and HM 3 observed that one of the 

benefits arising from the decision to base hubs in partner colleges has been in supporting their 

engagement with the partnership and, in turn, of being able to provide outreach to college students, 

many of whom are from target wards.  

 

 

Development of blended professionals and social capital  

 

A number of interviewees highlighted the building of expertise and exchange of ideas and insights 

facilitated by a collaborative approach to outreach. Regarding the former, and related to the idea of 

the nurturing of blended professionals, CT 2 observed that ‘having network staff based across a lot of 

different institutions’ has helped to upskill the knowledge of the GMH team. ‘Most of our staff are 

more knowledgeable about the breadth of the sector than if they just worked for one institution or 

WP team, who would know all about the university they work for but [less] about apprenticeships, or 

[about] HNDs and HNCs, because the institution they work for does not offer them.’  

 

Turning to the exchange of ideas, SG 6 talked about how ‘incredibly valuable’ it was ‘to be part of a 

diverse network that includes different types of providers and organisations, and to understand their 

objectives and their work in this area’. Indeed, this interviewee added that, for me, ‘what has been of 

most value about the work of GMH is the network I’ve developed - working with people I wouldn’t 

have ever worked with before, including a range of different providers and organisations.’ Similarly, 

SG 4 complemented GMH for its effectiveness in sharing knowledge, as well as resources. In terms of 

the mechanisms that have enabled this, the importance of the network’s website was highlighted, 

whilst mention was also made to regular staff development days, which allow staff from across 

institutions to ‘share of information.’ ‘The subgroups of the steering group’, it was added, ‘also allow 

for the sharing of ideas and knowledge in specific areas, including monitoring and evaluation, whilst 

the hub steering groups play an important role in doing this at a local level’.  

 

The CPD aspect of GMH’s work was also commented upon by SG 2, who observed that whilst a ‘joined-

up approach can mean a better use of funding’, it can also stimulate ideas’, including ‘in terms of 

schools work.’ Indeed, SG 7 considered the guidance offered by the GMH team to be amongst most 

beneficial aspects of engaging with the network. 
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Beyond this, various interviewees talked about the how staff and students in partner institutions have 

gained from the work of GMH. SG 1 observed that the ‘resources available’ have helped [our] tutors 

support learners’, including with an ‘online careers week’. The same interviewee added that ‘our 

students have benefitted as HE ambassadors’ as well. Confirming this, a number of the student 

ambassadors interviewed talked about the skills acquired from working on GMH interventions. For SA 

4, these included the ‘ability to communicate with students and staff’. Similarly, SA 1 discussed the 

skill of ‘speaking confidentially’, including in taking Q and A sessions, whilst SA 2 and SA 3 emphasised 

the need to be able to work with others, with SA 4 noting the importance of being approachable and 

able to listen to what students are asking.  

 

 

Promoting an agenda that is for the greater good of the region’s young people  

 

At a more strategic level, SG 4 described how an institutional commitment to GMH had ‘removed the 

internal pressures of deciding where to focus attention’ and resources. Elaborating, it was noted that 

‘there is inevitably a temptation in institutions to focus on the institutional benefit of activities, driven,’ 

it was added, ‘by the fact that institutions are assessed on the basis of recruitment of WP students, 

rather than the greater good.’ A comparable assessment was made by SG 4, who observed that 

through ‘GMH it has been possible to grow our targeted work with disadvantaged groups, such as 

LACs and disabled students.’ 

 

Summary 

 

 Interviewees identified a range of additional benefits for partner organisations (other than the 

schools and colleges receiving outreach interventions) arising from the collaborative working 

facilitated by GMH. These comprised: 

 

o Engaging with other agencies in the locality and region that also support young people, 

including local authorities and community groups 

o Helping to raise the profile of partner HE providers in target schools across Greater 

Manchester 

o Drawing on the expertise acquired by the GMH team 

o The opportunity to share ideas and to work with those from a range of different providers 

and organisation 
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o The opportunity for their students to become ambassadors and acquire a range of 

transferrable skills in the role 

o Promoting the fair access agenda within their institutions.  

 

 

Recommendation 21. 

 

 Recognise the expertise and knowledge that has been acquired by members of the GMH team, 

and consider measures to ensure this can be sustained during the current period of funding 

uncertainty, and further utilised by the partnership.  
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15. Challenges  
 

 

Q. 9. What have been the challenges of the collaborative model of working? How could this 

approach be improved? 

 

 

Overview 

 

Since this study was proposed, the conditions under which GMH operates have changed significantly. 

This is reflected in the focus of this chapter. An initial section considers the insights provided by 

interviewees into the challenges to collective working when outreach was delivered in person and face-

to-face, and relating to the period up until March 2020. The second and more detailed section considers 

the challenges encountered since then, many of which are associated with the impact that the 

pandemic has had. The third section explores interviewees’ suggestions for how the collaborative 

model of working could be improved. Given that outreach continues to operate in pandemic-influenced 

conditions, and is likely to do so for much if not all of the current funding period, the focus of this 

section will also be on how GMH can best operate under in these circumstances. The final chapter will 

look further ahead.  

 

 

The period up to March 2020 

 

Conventional challenges  

 

Consistent with findings from the literature review, a number of interviewees drew attention to the 

demands of collaborative working that could be experienced by partner institutions and organisations. 

In terms of school and college partners, CT 4 talked about the time commitments required and, in 

particular, how engagement called on teachers to ‘come out to meetings’ and, in some instance, to 

‘follow-up’ with actions. However, it was recognised that engagement and involvement were required 

for effective collaboration, as well as in helping to foster a shared sense of programme ownership.  

 

In addition, the same interviewee discussed the difficulties sometimes encountered in ensuring the 

school and college contacts ‘in the room’ and attending meetings were the ‘decision makers.’ In 

practice, this was not always the case. Instead, they might be an operational member of staff. 
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Consequently, it was added, ‘we present and then the senior leadership team say this is not possible. 

Getting decision makers involved is always a challenge.’ One needs, it was argued, both a delivery 

person, who can deal with the practicalities, as well as a decision maker. 

 

Similar challenges were alluded to by various interviewees in terms of levels of involvement amongst 

partner universities and colleges. Some members, it was recognised, were more active than others. 

Again, time commitments were likely to account for some variations, although these differences may 

also reflect the emphasis placed on collaborative outreach, and the benefits associated with it, as 

discussed in chapter 7.  

 

 

Since March 2020 

 

The challenges and the response 

 

As mentioned, for much of the time the discussions concerning the challenges to collective outreach 

related to those imposed by the pandemic. Initially, the focus concerned the impact of lock down and 

school closure. In this regard, various interviewees, including SG 8, discussed the forced cancellation of 

some planned events.  

 

However, there was general consensus amongst those involved in providing outreach that the GMH 

response had been timely and positive. In reflecting on the experience, GA 1 observed, it ‘shows how 

we have really used technology to our best ability, [continuing to give] learners information even when 

they were not in school. We still had the ability to help.’ Consistent with this assessment, various 

interviewees drew attention to particular activities that had successfully moved to online delivery. 

Indeed, SG 8 described how certain mentoring activities had seen ‘greater [learner] engagement’ than 

their face-to-face counterparts. Corroborating this observation, GA 10 talked about an virtual 

mentoring programme they worked on that had exceeded expectations in terms of the number of 

participants it had attracted. It had been anticipated that 400 would sign up. In the event, 500 did. 

Elsewhere, GA 10 described the webinars they had supported, and the ‘very positive response’ received 

from teachers. A similar comment was made by GA 2 in relation to GMH’s virtual workshops on 

‘budgeting skills and student finance’. The schools they supported, it was added, had been keen to 

book onto these.  
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Also described in positive terms was the virtual hub steering group meeting held towards the end of 

the summer term and which replaced the planned hub meetings. This, CT 4 observed, had been 

attended by over 100 individuals. This initiative was also commented upon by CT 1, who noted that it 

‘showed really positive engagement from schools.’ Moreover, ‘one of the unintended benefits of 

hosting a big hub steering group’ was in helping participants to realise GMH’s reach. And, it was 

observed, the feedback from participants has been very positive. This assessment was shared by SG 8, 

who talked about the convenience of attending a virtual steering group, in saving people time traveling, 

whilst also bringing colleagues together from across the whole region. This development, it was added, 

will hopefully encouraging them to ‘get more involved in different activities’. 

 

A number of teaching professionals interviewed also were also positive in their assessment of how 

GMH had responded to the challenge of lock down and school closure. ‘The online stuff’, TP 1 noted, 

‘has been phenomenal, attracting many students, including loads of our year 12s’ during lockdown. 

Similarly, TP 5 observed that ‘they’ve been quick to adapt to the lockdown. We had a zoom team call 

with them and they’ve been pulling together a lot of resource so when we’re doing our zoom sessions 

with the students we’ve got something to refer our students onto.’ Elaborating, it was noted, ‘they’ve 

done one around anxiety and confidence, and put information onto their website that the students can 

access. I felt they’d acted quite well to the lockdown.’ 

 

Asked what particular resources had proved useful during the period of school closure, TP 5 remarked 

‘I think for me it was the positivity element, dealing with anxiety, going to university etc. You were able 

to go onto the GMH website, which had sections on there with resources, and the students were able 

to have a look through in relation to what was needed.’ Moreover, it was added, ‘I know they continued 

with the Brightside Mentoring, [so] we were able to continue advertising that to the students.’ 

Similarly, TP 11 described how, during the last few months (since March), GMH have organised things 

online. Elaborating, it was noted that ‘one of my aims this year is to get more careers into the 

curriculum and they put all of the information on their [website] that I can direct the teachers to, to 

have a look within the curriculum. It’s like a directory. A lot of information is on there and its quite easy 

for staff and parents to access.’ 

 

 

Challenges associated with the new school and college term 

 

Whilst interviewees were positive about GMH’s response during the spring and summer of 2020, there 

was an awareness that challenges were likely to be encountered once schools and colleges return. In 
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this respect, SG 6, amongst others, expressed concerns about future school engagement. ‘I wonder 

about schools’ capacity to engage with the work we do in the current climate. Will this be a priority for 

schools when they are catching up on curriculum?’ Similarly, CT 1 pondered whether schools will be 

‘willing to release learners from the curriculum to access HE outreach activity after such a long break 

in teaching’, and added, ‘if they are prepared to, how will they engage?’ Indeed, addressing the 

question do you think there is still a role for outreach, HM 5 suggested that ‘the very first things they 

will need to deal with are get their GCSE results correct, and dealing with an Ofsted inspection or a 

monitoring inspection, and things like that.’ Likewise, GA 7 speculated that ‘schools might not let us in 

and prioritise curriculum.’ 

 

Moreover, a number of interviewees made reference to the accompanying practicalities of delivering 

outreach. CT 1 questioned whether social distancing rules will prevent the delivery of any on-campus 

activities. Reflecting on the same issue, GA 8 observed that, if ‘we can’t go in schools and are not 

allowed to take them out’, we will have to ‘think of different ways to engage our audience’. If online 

were possible, CT 1 observed, it would still generate its own challenges, including in ‘capturing the 

relevant monitoring and evaluation’ data.  

 

 

A greater need for outreach 

 

Whilst acknowledging the difficulties likely to be encountered when schools and colleges return, there 

was a general consensus amongst interviewees that need for outreach will remain relevant. In this 

respect, GA 10 observed ‘they will get to a point where they have to make those choices’ and, it was 

added, they will be disadvantaged ‘if [they do] not know about their options.’ Indeed, various 

interviewees suggested that there is a greater need for outreach and what it can offer. In this respect, 

HM 1 commented on the more acute challenges those from the Uni Connect cohort are likely to face. 

A lot of the young people we work with, it was argued, do ‘not [have a] secure home life. The last few 

months will have been quite hard. Some do not have IT equipment at home, and will feeling stress 

about being behind.’ In response, it was observed ‘we [can] come in and say follow your dreams. We 

[can be a] bit of fresh air.’  

 

Similarly, HM 5 argued that the need to provide information about next steps and HE options, and to 

ensure young people know what about HE is even more vital ‘in light of what’s happening at the 

moment around A Levels and GCSEs.’ Likewise, GA 8 suggested that some of these young people may 

have lost confidence in the education system. In response, we can be ‘there saying education is 
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valuable and showing them what university is like.’ In addition, CT 1 argued that the need to provide 

information and advice about post-18 options will be more relevant, given that with the ensuing 

recession more are likely to ‘go to HE’.  

 

The same assessments and interpretations were offered by members of the steering group. SG 9 

argued that ‘it’s never been more important to do WP work to ensure young people get the help and 

support to access opportunities that they may now feel are even further away as a result of the 

pandemic.’ Meanwhile, SG 8 drew attention to the uneven impact of the pandemic, which is likely to 

have had a particularly damaging effect on ‘disadvantaged communities.’ If, it was. observed, ‘there 

was ever a need for us to work with those schools and learners, this is the time to be doing that, and 

there is a need for us to work collaboratively to help these communities.’ Working together, it was 

argued, will mean that the limited resources we have ‘can achieve more and a have greater impact’. 

Consequently, ‘GMH are in a really great position to be able to react to schools and colleges this year 

and provide an agile response that really shows the value of the network.’ Similarly, SG 6 argued that 

the impartiality that a collaborative model offers is especially important ‘at a time when schools are 

really needing some guidance and support’.  

 

The claim that collaborative outreach will retain its relevance was confirmed by the teaching 

professionals interviewed, and for a range of reasons. 

 

 

Motivation  

 

As teachers, TP 1 observed, we have ‘responsibility to keep students motivated.’ GMH help and, it was 

added, ‘I hope they will still do quite a lot for us.’ The idea that GMH has a ‘even more’ important role 

to play in this respect was voiced by TP 2. ‘A lot of children may have become demotivated during the 

lockdown. Having additional support for the curriculum, having those additional study skills, is even 

more essential.’ There is, it was added, ‘work to be done with those students whose aspirations are 

lowered more than they would have been.’ The need to raise and resort ambitions was also addressed 

by TP 9. Whilst ‘there’s curriculum and learning’, it was observed, ‘the aspiration is the point for doing 

it. It’s where you want to go with your life. There’s a lot of point behind the curriculum and yes, we 

nag the students about their exam results, but the exam results are the purpose in getting them to 

where they want to be. So, absolutely’, GMH are still relevant. Likewise, TP 11 noted that ‘the message 

that’s coming since we’ve gone back to school is to get them motivated.’ Whilst at a practical level ‘it 

will be harder to deliver because of the bubbles, as we can’t have a lot of the students together, I think 
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we need to keep it up. The students have always had that information in the past so we can’t just 

stop.’  

 

 

Raising awareness of the relevance of the curriculum and what can be achieved 

 

GMH’s role in raising awareness amongst Uni Connect students of the wider relevance of the studies 

was highlighted by TP 13:  

 

I can imagine a number of our pupils [when they return next week] will have been 
massively affected. I think that in a society where a great number of pupils, and one would 
be too many, are switched off from studying. They don’t see the direct benefit. I think 
GMH is needed more than ever. Without making it sound like some sort of super hero. 
You can sit in a maths lesson [and] you can sit in a history lesson, and be told how 
important history is and how important maths is, which is essentially the same teacher 
day and week in and out. [But] when you have GMH come in, they will show pupils the 
actual links between what you are studying at school and what you can actually achieve.  

 

The same teaching professional also described the role that GMH can play in encouraging HE 

ambitions. In this respect, reference was made to the response of some pupils to being informed by a 

GA that they had been to university. They ‘couldn’t believe that a normal person had gone to 

university’, and that ‘you don’t have to wear a three-piece suit, be ‘well spoken’, clean shaven, or 

tattoo free, to have gone.’ So, it was added, ‘I think in this coming year’, especially when restrictions 

are eased ‘pupils will need more of these sessions.’  

 

 

Careers  

 

Elsewhere, TP 8 was definite in their assessment of the continued ‘need’ for GMH, especially in 

relation to next steps and post-18 support:  

 

The benchmarks haven’t gone away. The aspirations for universities and HE have not gone 
away. In fact, it’s more critical now that it was before. If you look at the data from the last 
recession, 2008, the kids that were hurt the most were the 16, 18 and 21 year olds. I’ve 
read various reports and when those kids were tracked through their careers, they didn’t 
aspire to what their peers had done before or after them, they were just grateful for 
getting a job. They say it will happen to this lot if we are not careful. Not only is [what 
GMH do] relevant, it’s more relevant.  
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At a more personal level, TP 13 argued that ‘pupils will’ certainly need the next steps support that 

GMH have traditionally provided. ‘You’ve got a real worry about jobs amongst pupils, particularly the 

older ones. They say ‘what’s the point, are there going to be any jobs? My dad has lost his job, or my 

mum has lost her job.’ GMH, it was contended, ‘do a lot to redress that balance in terms of instilling a 

bit of hope, and the world of work is for you. [Of] all the organisations and providers that I work with 

- [and] there are great deal - GMH have been the most effective in doing it.’ 

 

 

Opportunities 

 

Having acknowledged the need for, and continued relevance, of GMH’s work, various teaching 

professionals identified opportunities when new terms start for the delivery of outreach support. In 

this respect, TP 15 noted that there will be ‘a little bit of flexibility to get organisations like GMH in. 

Within our college we do have that time set aside to support learners with their progression.’ Likewise, 

TP 13 remarked ‘I know our head teacher has allotted more time for PSHE, because they are concerned 

about the impact it will have had on their emotional wellbeing being in lockdown for six months. That 

divide or chasm will have widened, so I will be trying to get GMH in as much as I can.’ TP 10 also noted 

that ‘we will have a bit of spare time in the morning when we are doing booster sessions’, and when 

‘events’ like those offered by GMH, ‘can take place’. Whilst TP 11 was, similarly, able to identify 

opportunities when GMH could visit the school, and was certain that they could ‘work a way around’ 

any challenges encountered, there was an acknowledgment that, at least in the more immediate term, 

‘the virtual route’ would be a more realistic option. 

 

 

Adjusting the offer 

 

Indeed, TP 11 was not alone amongst the teaching professionals interviewed in suggesting the need 

for GMH to adjust how outreach offer is delivered. In this regard, TP 4 observed ‘I would still like to 

see them with a different offer. A less physical offer and a more virtual offer, that we can perhaps 

translate. I am sitting here with my action plan trying to translate all the things we would normally 

offer, to see if there is another way that we can offer it.’ Elaborating, it was added, ‘we are going to 

have to go tech - videos, podcasts, video presentations, virtual campus visits.’ Similarly, TP 9 observed 

that: 
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I think if these constraints go on much longer, then the offer would need to change but 
change in the same model. There is capacity for these things to move to an online context 
as it would leave a big hole if they’re not doing it at all. Doing it in an online context, whilst 
not the same, would still be very valuable. 

 

 

Intervention ideas 

 

Whilst various teaching professionals spoke about the value and continued relevance of the 

‘resources’ that were to be found on GMH website (TP 5), a range of suggestions for addition online 

provision were made.  

 

Small virtual group work and online session  

 

TP 4 advocated the use of ‘Zoom and the Teams platforms for small group discussions between 

students and ambassadors’. Offering these would mean that learners ‘are still able to speak to existing 

students about their courses.’ Along comparable lines, TP 5 discussed running online sessions such as 

an ‘introduction to HE’ during their institution’s tutorial time. That way ‘a wide range of students 

would get support.’ 

 

 

Virtual careers fair 

 

Some teaching professionals ventured the idea of GMH overseeing a virtual careers fair. This, TP 7 

suggest, could feature a range of universities ‘showing what courses they offer and what jobs they 

lead on to’. What would be especially valuable, it was argued, is if such an event could focus on career 

paths and [help to nurture the realisation that ‘there are jobs they have never heard of which they 

could, potentially, end up doing.’ Such an event could also ‘discuss things like higher apprenticeships’, 

and feature ‘talking heads’ providing insights into the various career paths they have taken. A 

comparable suggestion was made by TP 8. ‘We would normally have a careers fair in school but if 

GMH were to virtually host one, they would hit the GMH cohort.’ Indeed, it was observed that a virtual 

fair could enable all schools in Great Manchester to drop in and, in the process, enable GMH to ‘take 

on big things’ despite the pandemic.  
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Online campus visits 

 

Elsewhere, reference was made to online campus visits. This, TP 14 remarked, was something that 

they had already discussed with GMH. ‘The impact isn’t going to be as high, so we may need to think 

about more of them.’ This intervention could, it was added, be supported by ‘university students 

coming into school to present this virtual tours. ‘It’s one thing me talking about it but someone else 

coming into do that is a lot more powerful.’ Similarly TP 8 noted that ‘we would normally take kids 

around university.’ Since this was unlikely to be an option for a while, the suggestion was made of an 

online visit with ‘the ambassadors walk[ing] around the university getting clips and speaking to the 

odd person, and showing them the halls of residence.’ However, it was advised, this should not be ‘a 

promotional video - there is a difference’. It would need to provide a realistic impression. It could then 

lead to ‘advisors’ using the Teams platform to ‘answering questions.’ In this respect, the need for an 

element of interactivity, which a Q and A session following a virtual tour could provide, was 

emphasised. ‘For Gatsby, we cannot mark it against the child as hitting the criteria unless there has 

been an interactive happening. So, if I [have] a nice video and they watch it, I can’t mark it as pass as 

they haven’t interacted.’  

 

 

Potential benefits of online outreach for learners 

 

A number of interviewees suggested that, whilst it presented logistical challenges, delivering outreach 

online might have particular benefits. In this regard, GA 8 suggested that an online offer could help to 

capture an audience that includes those the partnerships has historically struggled to engage with, 

because it is being delivered in the comfort of their own home. All they have to do, it was observed, 

is go to an email and click a link. The same observation was made by TP 1, who added that it may 

encourage parents to get involved if it is virtual and at home.’ In sum, online ‘could’ afford ‘a lot of 

new opportunities.’  

 

Along similar lines, and reflecting on their experience of supporting an online mentoring programme, 

GA 10, suggested that that there may be a qualitative advantage to delivering support online. 

Participants, it was observed, felt comfortable to ask questions they might not have posed in a face-

to-face encounter. In addition, GA 7 argued that providing an online offer would encourage students 

to learn more about the technology, including how to navigate the internet and develop skills in 

researching online. Elaborating, it was noted that ‘if we are assigning work online, I could share my 

screen and show them the different university sites they could go onto and how to explore them.’  
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Elsewhere, CT 1 suggested that the online settings might provide an increased opportunity to engage 

with teachers. Pursuing line of thinking, it was added that at hub steering group meetings we have 

always found teacher CPD difficult to do deliver. However, it was recalled that virtual hub meeting 

generated a very positive response and that ‘all stayed’ for the last 30-40 minutes of the meeting 

which comprised an ‘optional and standalone CPD session [exploring] UCAS trends and LMI.’  

 

 

Continued relevance of the traditional approach to outreach 

 

Whilst an online offer would be welcomed, for a number of teaching professionals there remained 

the need to provide, where possible face-to-face support. In this regard, TP 4 argued that nothing 

replaces a visit to a university. ‘The beauty of most of what [GMH] did was it that it was face-to-face, 

hands on and involved large numbers.’ Similarly, TP 10 suggested that ‘Zoom is not how you capture 

a lot of students’ imagination. That will lose a lot of students.’ So, it was argued there is still a ‘massive’ 

place for the face-to-face, for a real experience.’ Whilst this option might not be possible in the short-

term, TP 3 observed that ‘I would like to get back to normality. To take them to places and meet 

people.’ 

 

 

Summary 

 

 Interviewees provided insights into the challenges to collective working relating to the period 

up until March 2020, when outreach was delivered in person and face-to-face. These included: 

 

o The time commitments required by teaching contacts, as well as those representing partner 

HE providers and third party organisations, to engage, including in attending meetings 

o Of ensuring school and college contacts include those in strategic, decision making roles, as 

well as operational positions, who can deal with the practicalities of engagement. 

 

 Interviewees also considered the challenges encountered during the initial months of the 

pandemic, including the forced cancellation of some planned events as a result of lockdown and 

school and college closures. They also reflected on GMH response. In particular, reference was 

made to: 
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o The high take up of various online intervention, notably mentoring provision  

o The range of resources provided on the GMH website 

o The high levels of attendance and participation at the combined virtual hub steering group 

meeting. 

 

 Whilst acknowledging the challenges likely to be encountered when schools and colleges return, 

there was a general consensus amongst interviewees, including teaching professionals, that the 

need for outreach will remain and may be more important than before, and for a number of 

reasons, including to: 

 

o Help build and sustain student motivation 

o Raise and restore ambition 

o Enhance awareness of the wider relevance of the curriculum and what can be achieved 

o Support next steps thinking and post-18 decision making.  

 

 Having acknowledged the continued relevance and need for GMH’s support, teaching 

professionals identified opportunities during the school timetable for the delivery of outreach 

support.  

 

 However, there was also an acknowledgment that, at least in the more immediate term, online 

and virtual support would be a more realistic option. Although a number of teaching 

professionals identified a need to continue to provide where possible, face-to-face support, and 

were keen to see a return to this as the predominant form of outreach delivery when 

circumstances permit.  

 

 Whilst various teaching professionals spoke about the value and continued relevance of the 

‘resources’ that were to be found on GMH’s website, a range of suggestions for addition online 

provision were made. 
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Recommendations 22 and 23. 

 

 Consider the potential to add to GMH’s online resources and virtual outreach provision with: 

 

o Small group discussions between students and ambassadors 

o Hosting virtual careers fair, featuring the region’s HE providers 

o Online campus visits and virtual tours that include an interactive component, such as a Q 

and A session with current students.  

  

 Recognise and seek to capitalise on the possible advantages that online outreach can offer, 

including:  

 

o The potential to reach some from the Uni Connect cohort who the partnership has 

historically struggled to engage 

o Supporting students to learn more about online technology, including how to navigate the 

internet and develop skills in researching online. 

o Providing an opportunity to increase engagement with teachers. 
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16. Planning 

 

 

Q. 10. How should the partnership be planning for the end of phase two of the Uni-Connect/NCOP 

programme.  

 

 

Challenges 

 

The end of funding 

 

Whilst the pandemic posed an immediate challenge for the partnership, many of the interviewees 

were aware of longer-term uncertainties over funding. In this respect, HM 5 observed ‘the existential 

threat of course is that after next July the funding is stopped - full stop.’ Similarly, HM 1 posed the 

question: ‘will the government see the Uni Connect programme as a priority’, and continue to support 

it?  

 

Without funding the prospects of collaborative outreach, could, SG 4 suggested, be rather bleak. In 

this respect, reference made to ‘the lessons from Aimhigher’ and its cessation, which, it was observed, 

‘showed that market forces will not sustain collaboration.’ For many local providers, it was added, 

‘internal pressures [will be] around recruitment to their institution, [whilst] OfS pressures are around 

the success of learners in HE.’ Under these circumstances, it is ‘questionable if they would choose to 

invest in [collaborative] outreach. Investment by individual institutions in this area will be hard to 

secure without external pressure.’ Currently, it was added, the pressure is not really there. The OfS do 

‘not monitor funding spent on this in any great detail. There was a single question in the monitoring 

return last year asking how much of the outreach expenditure was ‘collaborative’. A similar 

assessment made by SG 6. In the ‘current climate, HE recruitment [may well] become a priority for 

some institutions’. Under such circumstances, ‘would they prioritise their resources on outreach? 

Similarly, SG 8 voiced their concern ‘that [with] all the financial pressures on institutions’, collaborative 

work will not be a priority.  
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Reduced funding 

 

Various interviewees also talked about the challenges that would arise if funding continued but at a 

reduced level. ‘Collaborative approaches are expensive to maintain’, SG 1 observed, and if ‘the funding 

diminishes it will be harder to provide a tailored approach.’ The dilemma generated by reduced 

funding was explored by SG 6. ‘The current model with a central team and hubs is large and expensive’ 

but, it was added, ‘the roles of those staff are vital to the success of the project.’  

 

Similarly, SG 4 argued that without a central hub it would be ‘much harder to coordinate’. Moreover, 

‘accountability is crucial to the success of collaborative working and, having a central hub that receives 

this money, with partners only receiving a share based on their commitment to deliver activity’, helps 

ensure this. Another possible outcome of reduced funding was explored by SG 6. It could be, it was 

observed, that ‘not all current partners [would be] in a position to continue.’ However, if this were to 

occur ‘then’, it was argued, ‘the partnership loses its USP somewhat in representing all of the HE 

providers [in Greater Manchester], particularly if we end up losing some of the smaller partners, or 

we have one larger partner not involved’, who, in their actions, might be seen as ‘going up against’ 

GMH in Greater Manchester.  

 

 

Making a case  

 

Faced with uncertainties over the future of collaborative outreach, interviewees discussed the need 

to present a case for continued funding.  

 

 

A developed and proven infrastructure 

 

In this respect, HM 1 observed that ‘we now have a tried and tested model, and a huge amount of 

money [has been invested] into the programme.’ Moreover, it was added, ‘our work feeds into Gatsby 

benchmarks and Ofsted.’ Along comparable lines, HM 2 argued that ‘schools have got us embedded’. 

Supporting this assessment, TP 2 described how the work of GMH ‘complements our provision’. 

Similarly, HM 1 raised an observation, which was confirmed by a number of other interviewees, 

including teaching professionals, , that outreach will be more important than even ‘because a lot 

young people will have been affected by recent events. Continuing the current programme’, it was 

added, would be ‘most sensible, rather than create something new’. 
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The HEI case for collaboration  

 

Elsewhere, SG 6 talked about the case that could be made for individual institutions supporting a 

collaborative approach to outreach. ‘We’ve got reducing budgets and pressure to recruit students and 

to hit APP targets around access. Without widening the pool of potential applicants lower down the 

pipeline, we aren’t all going to be able to reach our targets.’ Similarly, SG 8 discussed the need to 

recognise a collective responsibility for providing information and advice on HE options to students 

across Greater Manchester, in order to ensure they are aware of different options and to make the 

best choices. There was an argument, it was noted, that doing so will have a positive impact on 

subsequent HE retention, success and progression.  

 

 

Building the evidence base 

 

There was a recognition amongst a number of interviewees that the case for continuation would be 

strengthen by enhancing the evidence base. In elaborating on their comments about linking outreach 

with subsequent HE outcomes, SG 8 posed the question ‘can we demonstrate that in being better 

informed’ - though engaging in outreach - student retention rates will be enhanced?’ The same 

interviewee also talked about the value of helping the OfS gather information on the programmes 

impact, including by generating case studies. Similarly, CT 4 argued for the need to better 

communicate the programme’s success stories, internally as well as externally. Regarding the former, 

it was suggested that ‘sometimes HEIs do not realise this’. As a consequence, it was added, the 

business case for them to continue collaborating has not been made as strongly as it might. 

 

 

Teacher testimonials 

 

Arguably, one key perspective in building a case for continuation will be that of the teaching 

professionals whose schools and colleges have been the recipients of GMH’s interventions. As 

indicated in previous chapters, those interviewed were overwhelmingly positive in their assessment 

of the value of the network’s support. They were equally certain in the messages that should be 

communicated to the programme’s funders.  
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Messages for funders 

 

The loss of opportunities 

 

Without the funding, TP 1 stated, ‘students will miss out on these fantastic opportunities’, which it 

added can lead them to ‘going onto HE’. TP 7 argued that if what GMH has provided were ‘taken away, 

[it] would feel [like] you are letting people down. Having the opportunity to take them out of school, 

to visit places and people, and discuss things they have never come across, raises aspirations. It gets 

them really thinking about their future. That’s priceless.’ Similarly, TP 9 observed that ‘we want our 

students to have the entitlement to get to university. Without programmes like this, they would be 

excluded from it. Because of [their] socio-economic background or home experience, they wouldn’t 

know it or see it.’ ‘From a school that is in a poor, deprived area,’ TP 10 pointed out, ‘GMH has been 

extremely useful. It is aspiration building with a much more targeted intervention than ever before. I 

would say it would be a massive pity if GMH were to lose its funding.’ Whilst TP 12 noted that the 

work of GMH is ‘aimed at getting students into university’, its impact, it was stated, ‘is more than that. 

It raises aspirations and it has worked for a lot of people.’  

 

 

Collective support 

 

TP 13 talked about a shared concern amongst the teaching professionals about the potential 

disappearance of GMH. ‘I was speaking to a colleague at a meeting at another school, and it was 

mentioned that GHM funding was coming up for review and it might not happen. It really changed the 

atmosphere in the room.’ 

 

 

Complementing the work of schools 

 

TP 9 discussed how GMH’s offer complements the work of teachers. ‘Very busy teachers, it was 

observed, ‘have been able to create things much easier than they have ever done in the past’ because 

of what the network can offer. A comparable point was made by TP 2 in stressing the importance of 

‘not forgetting those children who might not be getting the support and the examples that others are 

getting but [who] are equally capable of going far, if they are given the chance. Schools can play a vital 

role but they don’t always have all the tools, or staffing, or funding to do that to the level they would 

like.’ That, it was noted, is where GMH helps. 
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More specifically, for TP 4 the loss of funding and what GMH offers ‘would have a huge impact on our 

careers calendar. Students are going to miss out on those activities which are really important to 

making future decisions. I just hope they get the funding.’ Similarly, TP 13 observed that ‘our pupils 

would not go out and see these jobs or career paths. Despite the fact that they are capable, they 

would never see that they could be a nurse or an engineer. These enrichment opportunities are 

invaluable.’ 

 

 

A greater local and strategic need 

 

For TP 13 the message for the programme’s funders was expressed as a series of inter-related 

questions:  

 

Why finish it? Are all stories negative and that is why they are ending it? Our year 9, 10 
and 11s are going to need this more than ever after everything that has happened. Is there 
not more of a need for it? I want an explanation why. We do not need so much money 
going into tutoring. It is about making them more rounded individuals and thinking about 
the future better.  
 

The argument that what GMH offers is more important now, given recent developments, was also 

advanced by TP 8:  

 

We are working in even more difficult conditions. If this goes in July it is yet another thing 
that is deconstructing what we are trying to do. We are all like rabbits in headlights trying 
to find a way to push these kids. I have sat in on meetings with the training providers and 
apprenticeship advisors in lock down. There was a guy from [the] council who would 
normally have 62 apprenticeships to give out. He had two. There is nothing out there, we 
have to train these children the importance of staying in training and education. 

 

The need for information, advice and guidance is, it was concurred, greater more than ever, and it was 

needed ‘for the parents’ as well. ‘It’s kicking a dog when it’s down, if this is taken away. It’s critical at 

the minute.’ 

 

At a more strategic level, the same interviewee (TP 8) discussed a Manchester based strategy group 

for ‘employment and engagement of youngsters’ they sit on. GMH, it was observed, are key to that 

message. ‘Without GMH I haven’t got a prayer. Manchester hasn’t got a prayer.’ 
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Impact on HE progression and the potential to do more 

 

In their messages, a number of interviewees expressed a conviction that the support provided by the 

network was having an impact on progression rates. In this regard, TP 11 argued that ‘the provision 

GM Higher offers makes a massive difference to the students in school. They are inspired, and know 

they can go in to Higher Education, and there is an option for everybody should they choose. It just 

makes such a difference to their lives and their future that they have that information. So many more 

of our students’, it was added, ‘have gone to university because of GM Higher.’ 

 

Comparable sentiment was expressed by TP 5. ‘They’ve provided us with a lot of valuable support and 

advice for our students. GMH support us to be able to support our students.’ Moreover, there is, it 

was argued, potential for more to be achieved. ‘I think we’ve only scratched the surface of what we 

can do with them.’  

 

 

What needs sustaining 

 

In recognition that some level of funding might still be provided after July 2021, interviewees consider 

what would need to be sustained if cuts had to be made. This included the outreach that should be 

maintained.  

 

Overview 

 

For SG 8, there was a need to ‘continue with campus visits, summer schools and mentoring’, which 

are the interventions ‘we feel are most beneficial’. A comparable assessment was made by SG 4, who 

discussed the ‘support’ provided by mentoring and summer schools, and which, it was added, 

evidence shows as most effective.  

 

 

Campus visits 

 

Confirming these assessments, a number of other interviewees highlighted the importance of 

continuing with campus visits, including residentials. These, CT 5 argued, should still be offered 

‘because [they are] more impactful. Also, it was added, once internal staff costs are accounted for, 

they represent value for money. Similarly, HM 3 suggested the focus of a reduced programme should 
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be ‘on campus visits’ and what were often accompanying ‘finance talks’. A number of the teaching 

professions also highlighted this form of support. For TP 14, ‘the face-to-face university visits’ were 

‘essential’. Likewise, TP 11 argued that ‘the campus visits need to stay’, whilst TP 9 described 

‘exposure to university campuses’ as ‘essential.’ Elaborating it was added, ‘just seeing it. They’re often 

spectacular buildings and seeing the students around it. It’s essential. Even if they have to scale that 

back. Exposure to campus has to be the key thing. University is just a word until they see it.’  

 

A further rationale for retaining such ‘visits’ was made by TP 6. ‘It will allow schools to tick boxes for 

Gatsby, as every school has to have encounters with HE.’ The same point was made by TP 12. ‘Those 

visits to universities help us achieve our Gatsby benchmarks. That’s one thing I’d like to retain. 

Elsewhere, TP 4 argued for the continuation of ‘university summer schools. Even though it only hits a 

small amount of students, I think [they are] brilliant.’ In supporting the retention of HE visits, HM 2 

talked about the need to continue to cover the costs of ‘coaches that take pupils to campuses.’ This 

view was shared by TP 14. ‘The fact that they are able to fund the transport makes a big difference.’  

 

 

In school activities, including mentoring 

 

School-based interventions were also considered essential components of a reduced outreach offer. 

In this respect, HM 1 spoke about ‘a more sustainable’ model comprising ‘more in school [provision] 

and, conversely, ‘less externals.’ A number of the other interviewees also suggested the potential to 

save money by reducing, as HM 3 described, ‘what external providers offer’ and, instead, doing more 

‘internally’ and within school. These in-school interventions, GA 5 observed, should include workshops 

run by ‘ourselves’ and, as GA 6 added, over which we ‘have most control’. Consistent with these 

observations, TP 1 argued that ‘if funding were to be cut, the school stuff should carry on, including 

mentoring’. Similarly, TP 11 talked about the importance of GMH ‘com[ing] into school to do careers 

fairs and parents evenings’, whilst also arguing for the need to carry on with ‘Go Further [mentoring] 

projects, where they do eight weeks about university life. So I think anything they deal with directly 

could stay.’ Linked to this, TP 12 emphasised the need to maintain subject specific interventions, 

which, potentially, could run with ‘larger numbers’. For TP 7, an online offer delivered in school was 

one way to ‘maintain a variety’ of interventions, which, for this interviewee, was a key aspect of the 

GMH offer.  
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Organisation 

 

Should funding be reduced, a number of interviewees also considered the organisational elements 

that should be maintained in order that the most valued interventions could still be delivered. For SG 

4, it would be important to retain a ‘central infrastructure’, in order to ‘support targeting and 

evaluation’. Similarly, I CT 4 talked about continuing GMH’s role of ‘bring outreach providers and 

recipients together’, of ensuring consistency across the region, and of sharing the learning that derived 

from a collaborative approach to outreach. Elsewhere, SG 3 emphasised the need of ‘continue with 

the hubs in some form.’ Similarly, HM 2 talked about the importance of sustaining local school 

relationships. A comparable point was made by TP 2, who discussed the value of having ‘someone 

there who can give advice on the best route, and come and talk to students.’ There is a needed, it was 

argued, for the ‘personal to remain in place.’ 

 

In considering scenarios in which funding were to be reduced, various interviewees discussed how 

GMH’s infrastructure could be sustained with fewer staff. CT 2 talked about how a ‘smaller, more 

refined’ central team could maintain a number of core functions if the steering group were to take on 

more responsibilities for running GMH, rather than at present, providing a ‘checking and balancing’ 

role. A comparable point was made by SG 2, who suggested ‘a more streamlined, project-driven’ 

approach, where ‘we could concentrate more fully on engaging with young people’.  

 

Elsewhere, a number of interviewees discussed how schools and key contacts could be equipped and 

empowered to play a more active role in supporting the outreach needs of their students. This, CT 1 

observed, would require further CPD during what remains of the current funding period. In particular, 

key contacts, it was suggested, would need to have ‘a good understanding of facilitating subjects and 

what the cost implications for studying further afield are,’ as well as an appreciation of work-based 

routes, the higher apprenticeship application process, and how this qualification compares with a 

degree. Accompanying this, it was added, would be a need for a streamlined GMH to maintain a sign-

posting role to remind teachers and others that there ‘are people around’ to answer questions. The 

same signposting role was noted by HM 3 whilst, HM 2 discussed the need for teacher CPD to ‘upskill’ 

staff on widening participation and the barriers encountered by non-traditional students.  

 

Similarly, HM 4, CT 1 and GA 4 talked about ensuring key school and college contacts were familiar 

with the online resources developed by the partnership. In addition, CT 3 described the need to inform 

school staff of what are the ‘tried, test and proved’ interventions (the need, in the meantime, to build 
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the evidence base in this respect was also acknowledge). Linked to this, was the value of ensuring 

teaching contacts were familiar with, and understood how to utilise, the regional progression 

framework.  

 

Finally, from the discussions with teaching contacts emerged the idea that GMH could support partner 

schools in taking a more active role in providing some forms of outreach. Most notably, by helping 

them to establish alumni networks. Some teaching practitioners had been more successful than others 

in developing these networks, and there was a potential for a third party to describe and share good 

practice. In this respect, TP 7 described about how they had been managing to keep in contact with a 

majority of their former students. This was the result of ‘just building up the relationships whilst they 

were still at school. When they eventually go, it was added, we give them a card with our numbers 

and email addresses on saying to keep in touch. In addition, ‘we have a closed page on Facebook which 

is [for] alumni, so they can sign up to that and we can send them messages.’ The WP potential of this 

practice was recognised by various other teaching professionals. In this regard, TP 10 discussed how 

possessing an alumni network could provide an opportunity to find case studies, share in the success 

of former students, and show that HE ‘is for people like you.’  

 

 

Summary 

 

Challenges 

 

 Whilst the pandemic posed an immediate challenge for the partnership, interviewees were 

aware of longer-term uncertainties over funding.  

 

 Without funding the prospects of collaborative outreach were considered to be very uncertain. 

Here, reference was made to the challenges to sustaining collaborative outreach that were 

encountered following the cessation of Aimhigher in 2011. 

 

 Interviewees talked about the challenges that would arise if funding was provided at a reduced 

level, including in retaining the current organisational structure. Although maintaining both a 

central team and regional hubs was considered essential.  
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The case for continuation 

 

 Faced with uncertainties over the future of collaborative outreach, interviewees discussed the 

need to present a case for sustained funding. This included the argument that: 

 

o Outreach will continue to have a central role to play, including in responding to the 

immediate and longer-term impact of the pandemic  

o The network has invested in and developed a ‘tried and tested’ model of delivery  

o The GMH offer has become widely recognised and valued by school and college partners, 

including in complementing and enhancing their own provision. 

 

 Interviewees also discussed the case for individual institutions continuing to support a 

collaborative approach to outreach, including in widening the pool of potential applicant and, 

potentially, in providing information, advice and guidance that will help to enhance subsequent 

levels of HE success and progression.  

 

 There was a recognition amongst interviewees that the case for continuation would be 

strengthened by enhancing the evidence base and in communicate the programme’s success 

stories more widely.  

 

 The teaching professionals interviewed provided a range of messages they considered those 

funding and regulating the Uni Connect programme - and who are responsible for its future 

direction and continuation - should hear.  

 

The loss of opportunities: 
 

o ‘Having the opportunity to take them out of school, to visit places and people, and discuss 

things they have never come across, raises aspirations. It gets them really thinking about 

their future. That’s priceless.’  

o ‘We want our students to have the entitlement to get to university. Without programmes 

like this, they would be excluded from it. Because of [their] socio-economic background 

or home experience, they wouldn’t know it or see it.’  
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Complementing the work of schools: 
 

o ‘Very busy teachers have been able to create things much easier than they have ever done 

in the past’ because of the network’s support.  

o The loss of funding and what GMH offers ‘would have a huge impact on our careers 

calendar. Students are going to miss out on those activities which are really important to 

making future decisions.’  

o ‘These enrichment opportunities are invaluable.’ 

 

A greater local and strategic need: 
 

o ‘Our year 9, 10 and 11s are going to need this more than ever after everything that has 

happened.’ 

o ‘We are working in even more difficult conditions. If this goes in July, it is yet another thing 

that is deconstructing what we are trying to do.’  

o ‘Without GMH I haven’t got a prayer. Manchester hasn’t got a prayer.’ 

 

The impact on HE progression and the potential to do more: 
 

o ‘The provision GMH offers makes a massive difference to the students in school. They are 

inspired, and know they can go on to Higher Education. It just makes such a difference to 

their lives and their future that they have that information. So many more of our students 

have gone to university because of GMH.’ 

o ‘GMH support us to be able to support our students. I think we’ve only scratched the 

surface of what we can do with them.’  

 

What needs to be sustained 

 

 In recognition that some level of funding might be provided after July 2021, interviewees 

identified the interventions that should sustained. Prominent amongst these were campus 

visits, including residentials, and in-school activities, including mentoring.  

 

 Suggestions were also made for how GMH’s infrastructure could be sustained with a reduced 

budget. This included a ‘smaller, more refined’ central team to maintain a number of core 

functions. Although it was recognised that greater steering group engagement in supporting 

the running of the network was likely to be required in this scenario. 
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 Interviewees also discussed how schools and key contacts could be equipped and empowered 

to play a more active role in supporting the outreach needs of their students. This would 

require further teacher CPD during what remains of the current funding period. It might also 

include supporting partner schools and colleges to establish alumni networks. 

 

 

 

Recommendations 24 - 27. 

 

 Investigate and develop the arguments made by interviewees for seeking to secure further 

funding. 

 

 Consider measures for enhancing the evidence base and better communicating the 

programme’s successes.  

 

 Consider how the messages presented by interviewees - and the concerns that underpin them 

- can be best conveyed to the Office for Students.  

 

 Review the options presented for how GMH’s current infrastructure and model of delivery 

could be sustained on a reduced budget.  
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17. Conclusions and reflections 
 

 

The aim of the study, as prescribed in the project brief, has been to determine the benefits that the 

GMH model of collaborative outreach have brought. It has done so by adopting a qualitative approach 

and seeking to gather the experiences, insights and views of those from key stakeholder groups. 

Despite the challenges presented by the pandemic, it has been possible to draw on the detailed 

evidence provided by 48 individuals whose involvement with the network ranges from the strategic 

to the operational, and from planning to delivery, as well as including one key recipient group that has 

tended to be overlooked in recent surveys of the Uni Connect scheme: teaching professionals. 

Moreover, whilst qualitative in nature, research participants were from a spectrum of partner 

institutions, including schools and colleges in each of the five hub areas.  

 

Despite their varied associations with the network, what emerged most prominently from the 

evidence generated was the high degree of consistency in what was discussed, suggested and argued. 

This included the efficiency gains arising from GMH’s model of collaborative working, the network’s 

ability to reach - and engage - with a wider range of schools and colleges, and, within these, to target 

those from the Uni Connect cohort, as well as others from under-represented backgrounds. Likewise, 

there was shared agreement that the network’s offer, with its local, tailored approach, has been 

successful in addressing the needs of these young people, and increasing their access to impartial 

advice and guidance, as well as in the gathering - and dissemination - of evidence on the impact of 

outreach. Moreover, a range of other partnership benefits for schools and colleges were recognised, 

including those relating to addressing the objectives set out in improvement plans. Similarly, those 

from partner institutions involved in the delivery of GMH’s outreach programme also described 

additional advantages membership had brought, including, and as suggested by the literature, 

opportunities to exchange ideas and knowledge, to draw on the expertise the partnership has 

acquired, and in presenting a more influential collective voice.  

 

This said, those surveyed were able to identify a range of ways in which the network could strengthen 

its offer, increase its reach, enhance its impact, and evidence and communicate its successes. Equally, 

there was a shared awareness that the partnership had entered a challenging period, both in terms of 

the impact of the pandemic and uncertainties over longer-term funding. Regarding the former, 

evidence presented suggested a number of collaborative successes in responding to lockdown and 

school and college closures. Whilst many of the resources develop during this period should remain 

relevant now schools and colleges have returned, opportunities to provide further support, including 
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via a virtual and blended approach, were suggested by participants. Moreover, all were in agreement 

that the support GMH could offer was needed, and was of increasing importance.  

 

Turning to the latter challenge, the case for continuation was clearly articulated by participants - and 

often passionately expressed by the teaching professionals interviewed. Upon reflection, what 

particularly resonates are those arguments that talk about the outreach infrastructure that has been 

developed, and the accompany processes and protocols that are now in place. Through adopting what 

one interviewee described as a ‘hybrid’ organisational structure, GMH has been able to take 

advantage of many of the benefits associated with both a centralised and devolved model of outreach 

delivery. However, what this study has also helped to confirm is the vital and often overlooked 

ingredient in making this work: that of human capital, and the knowledge and understanding of those 

involved in this venture. Whilst this encompasses GMH staff, it equally applies to those in partner 

schools and colleges - a number of whom have been in post and working with the network since its 

establishment - and their awareness of what works, what is needed and what GMH can offer. As 

alluded to in a number of the study’s recommendations, this component should be appreciated, 

supported and developed. The observation made by one of the teaching professionals interviewed - 

that ‘we have only just scratched the surface of what we can do with them’ - would seem to underpin 

the point.  

 

Finally, the limitations of this research should be recognised. Whilst this study has sought to capture, 

as accurately and authentically as possible, the voices of those who kindly contributed to it, the 

process of analysis and editing inevitably means that much potentially valuable material has not been 

included. In addition, this study provides only a snap-shot moment at a time of considerable change. 

There would be value in returning to many of the same stakeholders as the new school and college 

year progresses and as plans for a possible next phase of collaborative outreach develop.  

 

  

Recommendation 28.  

 

In recognising that this study provides a snap-shot moment at a time of considerable change, 

consider the potential of conducting a follow-up survey of key contacts later in the school year and 

as plans for a possible next phase of collaborative outreach develop. 
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