
                          Tikly, L., Rose, J., Washbrook, L., Yee, W. C., & Hill, J. (2016). The
High-Potential Learners Project: increasing the participation in Russell
Group universities of high-potential learners from low-performing
institutions. University of Bristol. http://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-
library/sites/sraa/documents/Final%20Report%20-
%20Leon%20Tikly,%20High%20Potential%20Learners.pdf

Peer reviewed version

Link to publication record in Explore Bristol Research
PDF-document

This is the author accepted manuscript (AAM). The final published version (version of record) is available online
via University of Bristol at http://www.bristol.ac.uk/sraa/uk-student-recruitment/widening-participation-research/.
Please refer to any applicable terms of use of the publisher.

University of Bristol - Explore Bristol Research
General rights

This document is made available in accordance with publisher policies. Please cite only the
published version using the reference above. Full terms of use are available:
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/red/research-policy/pure/user-guides/ebr-terms/

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/sraa/documents/Final%20Report%20-%20Leon%20Tikly,%20High%20Potential%20Learners.pdf
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/sraa/documents/Final%20Report%20-%20Leon%20Tikly,%20High%20Potential%20Learners.pdf
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/sraa/documents/Final%20Report%20-%20Leon%20Tikly,%20High%20Potential%20Learners.pdf
https://research-information.bris.ac.uk/en/publications/20e30144-4673-427d-8169-02bdcd4ee288
https://research-information.bris.ac.uk/en/publications/20e30144-4673-427d-8169-02bdcd4ee288


The High-Potential Learners Project: Increasing the participation 

in Russell Group universities of high-potential learners from low-

performing institutions 
 

Professor Leon Tikly, Dr Jo Rose, Dr Liz Washbrook, Ms Wan Yee (Graduate 

School of Education, University of Bristol), Dr John Hill (Education Consultant) 
 

Funded by the University of Bristol Widening Participation Research Fund, April 

2013 – July 2016.  
 

The aim of this research was to provide new evidence on the key influences on the decision-

making of disadvantaged learners with high potential from different types of low-performing 

institutions1. Using a mixture of quantitative and qualitative methods, this research investigated 

which home, school, and personal characteristics of KS5 students are the key influences on 

decision-making potentially leading to HE and RG university participation. The focus was on 

evaluating the relative importance of individual factors such as: the nature of career aspirations; 

financing considerations; knowledge of opportunities and the “system”; self-confidence; and 

perceptions of school and teacher support; and school- and teacher-level factors, such as: school 

ethos; leadership focus on HE/RG attendance; and use of mentors and role models. In the first 

strand of the research a set of key influences was identified from quantitative analysis of a large-

scale nationally representative dataset of learners at Key Stages 4 and 5 who potentially started 

HE in 2010. A set of 48 case studies of young people across 6 institutions then investigated further 

the influence of these factors on learners in the most recent cohorts as they go through the 

decision-making process, particularly in the context of the current economic recession and 

increased tuition fees, indicating that financial considerations are likely to play a considerable role.  

 

Research questions  

 

1. Among high-potential students in low-performing institutions, which experiences and beliefs, 

as perceived by learners themselves, are most strongly associated with who does and does not 

go on to: a) achieve entrance to HE and b) attend RG universities?  

2. What are the roles of the nature of career aspirations; financing considerations; knowledge of 

opportunities and the “system”; self-confidence; and perceived school/teacher support? 

3. How does the relationship between these factors and HE/RG participation depend on 

characteristics such as gender, ethnicity and socio-economic status? 

4. What are the key individual-level and school-/teacher-level factors in the decision-making 

processes involved in university choice among high potential A-level students from institutions 

with below-average performance? 

                                                           
1 Defined as those with an average KS5 points score per student below 690 (equivalent to BBC at A-level) in state 

schools in England, with 728 points as the national average in 2011. The UoB WP guidelines define a low-performing 
school as one in the bottom 40 percent on this or two other related measures. 



5. Are any of the factors more or less salient in the local Bristol context, and in different types of 

institution (FE college, sixth-form college, or 11-18 school)?  

6. What evidence is there of best practice for supporting the application and entrance of learners 

from institutions with below-average performance to RG universities such as Bristol? 

 

Approach 

 

Strand 1: Secondary analysis of the Longitudinal Survey of Young People in England (LSYPE) 

dataset to assess the predictive strength of a range of home, school and personal characteristics 

for HE/RG participation in 2010 among the target group. (RQs 1&2). 

 

Strand 2: Track groups of learners with high potential (i.e. who have achieved highly in KS4) from 

WP backgrounds in each of six case study institutions as they progress through KS5. Here the study 

is more focused on the decision-making processes involved in young people aiming towards 

entrance to RG universities, and how schools support these aspirations. (RQs 3-5). 

 

Strand 1  

The LSYPE is a nationally representative sample of a single cohort of over 10,000 young people 

who were born in 1989 and 1990. Respondents were interviewed annually from 2004 (age 13/14) 

to 2010 (age 19/20), with a survey of their parents also included in the first four waves. This is a 

rich and as yet relatively under-mined dataset covering a wide range of subjects including parent 

and child characteristics; attitudes; experiences and behaviours; educational engagement and 

attainment; and employment and training activities. Broadly, the analysis used regression 

methods to assess which factors are most strongly linked with HE outcomes, after controlling for 

prior differences in attainment and family background.  The analysis in this strand will draw on a 

sub-sample of students with a GCSE points score in the top 25% of the national distribution who 

chose to begin A-level study in Year 12. As the overwhelming majority of this sub-sample attended 

HE, the outcome examined was the probability of attendance at a RG university by age 19, 

conditional on HE participation. Our ultimate interest was in those students in low-performing 

schools in terms of their average Key Stage 5 performance, and we focused part of our analysis on 

those who attended schools with below-average performance on this measure.  

 

Strand 2 

The case studies were based initially in six educational institutions (four 11-18 schools, and two 

Further Education (FE) colleges), and then five as one school dropped out after one year, due to 

staffing changes. We recruited institutions with below-average performance in terms of A-level 

grades with variable rates of progression to HE and RG universities. Three institutions were from 

Bristol and the South-West, and the three were from Birmingham. This sample selection provided 

a diversity of types of institution, in a diversity of areas (rural, urban, and large city), in areas 

where we already have contact with local schools and local authorities.  

 



Institutions identified students at the start of Year 12 with high GCSE grades (at least 5 A* or A 

grades), indicating potential to perform well at A-level and apply to Russell Group universities. We 

worked with those young people in KS5 who agreed to participate in each institution (44 in total), 

meeting them up to 5 times over the course of two years, as they progressed from the start of Y12 

to the end of Y13. We worked with students from low SES backgrounds, ethnic minorities and 

both genders. Interviews and focus groups enabled us to understand the development of their 

aspirations around HE, decisions about HE application, and important influences on their 

educational pathways to date. Focus groups were used to discuss young people’s views and 

expectations of HE, and the support they received for decisions about their educational pathways. 

Individual interviews covered more personal histories of educational and family experiences that 

may influence decision making about HE. The content of the focus groups and interviews were 

partially informed by the quantitative data analysis in Strand 1. Working with the students at 

several time points during Y12 and Y13 enabled the research to track the development of their 

thinking about HE applications. Visits were scheduled to include key time points such as university 

open day visits, UCAS applications, and decisions about which subjects continue to A-level. Specific 

members of staff in the institutions were interviewed to gain an institutional perspective on the 

provision of support for progression to HE. Parents were also interviewed to understand their 

approaches to supporting their child’s decision making around HE.  

 

The data enabled a short-term longitudinal account of students’ educational pathways. Data 

analysis marked significant influences and critical incidents, both positive and negative, in the 

development of aspirations and decision-making process about learning pathways and HE. Staff 

and parent interviews were analysed thematically, with codes being developed both inductively 

(according to the content of the data) and deductively (according to a-priori issues identified from 

existing theory and from Strand 1).  

 

Summary of the findings: Strand 1 

 

Background 

This part of the project drew on a sample of 2290 ‘high-potential’ learners from the LSYPE, who 

were nationally representative of pupils in England scoring in the top 25% of GCSE points in 2006. 

All were engaged in A-level study in the summer of Year 12, directly following their GCSE year. 

32% of this group went on to attend a Russell Group university by 2009, compared with just 2.5% 

of pupils outside the ‘high-potential’ group; hence we are confident that our selection captures 

the vast majority of pupils who can be considered potential elite university participants at age 16. 

As we might expect, this group is positively selected in terms of social background. For example, 

59% had a parent who had participated in HE, compared with 35% in the population in general. 

Girls were over-represented in the group (54% compared with 50% in the population). BME 

learners were not under-represented in general (14% in both the HPL sample and the population), 

but Indian and Other ethnicity (including Chinese) pupils were significantly over-represented while 

Pakistani and Black pupils were under-represented. It is important to bear in mind that the 



circumstances of high-potential learners are not representative of all pupils, but that nevertheless 

the group does include non-trivial numbers of pupils from less advantaged backgrounds. 

 

The HPL group had very high aspirations for HE participation in general, with 88% reporting they 

were fairly or very likely to attend university when they were just 14, rising to 95% in Year 12. And, 

indeed, the vast majority (89%) did go on to attend a university by the age of 19. For this group, 

therefore, the salient question is much more about which institution to attend than whether to 

participate in HE at all. For this reason, the key outcome we consider is a binary indicator for 

whether the learner had attended a Russell Group (RG) university within two years of their 

expected A-level completion date. 

 

The focus of our qualitative work is to understand the decision-making process of learners such as 

these who are based in low-performing schools (i.e. those in the bottom 40% of 16-18 institutions 

when ranked by average KS5 points per pupil). The quantitative work first sets this particular sub-

population in context, by comparing how outcomes of HPL learners in LP schools differ from those 

in average-performing schools (those ranked between 40% and 80% in terms of average KS5 

points), and those in high-performing schools (those in the top 20%). It then goes on the consider 

how the characteristics of learners in low-performing schools differ from those of HPLs in other 

settings, and which of these characteristics help to account for differences in RG participation 

rates. We consider a range of factors: sociodemographic measures of family background; 

academic achievement prior to the start of A-level study; attitudes to and beliefs about university 

in the first year of A-level study; A-level subject choices; final A-level performance; and the 

attainment of milestones in the HE application process.   

 

Outcomes of HPLs by school performance level 

The distribution of all LSYPE pupils across the three school groups aligns well with what we would 

expect from the national data. Of the LSYPE sample in full-time education in Year 12, 22% were in 

schools classed as high-performing (20% of schools nationally); 43% were in average-performing 

schools (40% nationally); and 35% were in low-performing schools (40% nationally). As we would 

expect on the basis of both their achievement and their family background, the HPL sample tend 

to attend higher-performing schools on average. 31% were in high-performing schools; 47% in 

average schools; and 22% in low-performing schools. Nevertheless, it is striking that more than 1-

in-5 potential elite university participants in 2007 were being educated in schools in which the 

highest A-level grades were far from the norm. Challenges particular to this group identified, for 

example, in our qualitative work therefore apply to a considerable fraction of the pool from which 

elite universities can draw. 

 

Evidence that there are indeed challenges is suggested by the stark differences in the rates at 

which HPLs from different types of school did attend RG universities. While nearly half (46%) of 

HPLs in the top-performing schools went on to Russell Group, less than a third of those in average 

schools did so (31%), and less than 1-in-6 (16%) of those in low-performing schools did so. A high-

potential learner in a top-performing school was nearly three times as likely as one in a low-

performing school to attend RG, even though all were in the top 25% in terms of individual GCSE 



performance, although of course it should be considered that the number of GCSEs taken and the 

type of points that make up the point scores differs across institutions. 

 

Differences in academic achievement at 16 

One potential explanation for the RG disparities between schools is that, within the top 25% of 

learners at 16, those with the very highest levels of academic aptitude are concentrated in the 

higher-performing schools, while those who are only just above the threshold are clustered in the 

lower-performing schools. At first inspection, the evidence for this seems weak. Average GCSE 

points (and equivalents) of HPL learners in low- and average-performing schools were identical at 

560 points, and only slightly higher in the top-performing schools at 571 points. (This is a small 

difference, given that a single GCSE grade accounts for 6 points, and it corresponds to an effect 

size of 0.15.) 

 

However, key differences emerge in terms of the portfolio of GCSE qualifications, that is, the mix 

of different qualifications and grades that go to make up a given total points score. We capture 

this by a measure of the proportion of their total points score that is accounted for by the 

learner’s 8 best GCSEs (or equivalents). For a given total points score, a higher proportion on this 

measure indicates higher grades in a smaller number of entries, while a lower proportion indicates 

lower grades across a larger number of entries.  We find that learners in low-performing schools 

had lower points from their 8 best GCSEs than those in higher-performing schools, but this was 

largely disguised by the accumulation of more points in additional subjects beyond the first eight. 

Those in the top-performing schools got 75% of their points from their 8 best entries, compared 

with 74% in average- and 71% in low-performing schools. The importance of this is revealed when 

we see how strong the proportion measure is as a predictor of RG attendance. Comparing two 

individuals with the same points score, an extra 5% points of the total accounted for by the top 8 

entries is associated with a more than tripling of the odds of RG attendance. Holding constant the 

division of points between the best 8 entries and the rest, this magnitude is equivalent to the 

effect of 46 extra GCSE points, or nearly 8 grades, on the chance of RG attendance.   

 

To sum up, although HPLs in low-performing schools tend to have similar total GCSE points to 

those in higher-performing schools, this measure alone is a poor indicator of academic 

achievement at 16, at least in terms of how in translates into RG potential. Learners in the higher-

performing schools tend to have a smaller number of qualifications in total, but with higher grades 

like As and Bs. Learners who sort into low-performing schools have a more diffuse set of grades, 

with lower grades such as Cs and Ds but in a larger number of subjects. The latter situation is one 

that is strongly negatively associated with Russell Group participation. It may be that a learner’s 

portfolio of GCSEs reflects their underlying academic aptitudes, in which case weaker students are 

sorting into lower-performing schools, and differences in HPL RG participation rates across schools 

simply reflect this. However, it is possible that portfolio differences reflect factors other than 

aptitude, such as options and advice directed to pupils earlier in the school career. In this case we 

could not infer that HPLs in low-performing schools necessarily have less aptitude than those in 

other schools, or that they have less capacity to achieve the highest A-level grades. What is clear, 

however, is the differing value placed on combinations of Key Stage 4 qualifications that are 



notionally equivalent. Three C’s are officially ‘worth more’ than two A*’s (120 vs 116 points), but 

this is not the case in practice, at least when it comes to elite academic pathways. Decisions made 

as early as age 14 about which and how many subjects to study, and how to allocate effort 

between them, have a lasting impact on the chances of elite university attendance, and this is 

separate from pupils’ overall levels of attainment. The move to Progress 8 measures of attainment 

and the eBacc may have the effect of making these implicit valuations of different qualifications 

more transparent to learners, parents and teachers, whereas before such knowledge was the 

preserve of those with inside experience of the ‘rules of the game’.  

     

Differences in family background 

Different kinds of schools attract HPLs from different backgrounds, as well as those with different 

academic portfolios. Boys are over-represented in the highest-performing schools, and Pakistani 

and Bangladeshi HPLs are over-represented in the lowest performing schools. Sizable social class 

differences are also apparent. 56% of HPLs in low-performing schools have no parent with HE, 

compared with just 33% of HPLs in the highest-performing schools. In terms of the NS-SEC social 

classification often used in WP measures, the comparison is 42% vs 21% of HPLs with low 

socioeconomic status (classes 4-7 plus unemployed).  

 

Background differences are strongly associated with RG attendance, even amongst HPLs with the 

same GCSE profile and attending the same type of school. In multivariate analyses conditioning on 

these factors and a range of background characteristics, we found that the odds of Russell Group 

attendance were twice as high for a learner whose parent had a degree than an equivalent learner 

whose parents had not attended HE. Having a parent from a higher managerial/professional 

background increased the odds by a further 50% compared to those from a low socioeconomic 

status background. Boys had 40% higher odds of attending RG than girls with the same GCSE 

portfolio, but we found no significant differences associated with race/ethnicity. 

 

The RG ‘penalty’ associated with socioeconomic disadvantage is something that applies on 

average to learners in all types of school, including those in the top-performing schools. However, 

these types of learners are more commonly found in low-performing schools. This helps to 

‘explain’ in part why RG rates are lower in these schools, and suggests that WP strategies that 

address social class barriers at the individual level will be particularly relevant in low-performing 

schools.        

 

Differences in attitudes and beliefs in Year 12 

Differences across school types in the degree to which HPLs express concerns about the costs and 

debt implications of university are present, but relatively muted. For example, 35% of HPLs in low-

performing schools reported that they had considered not attending university for financial 

reasons, compared with 30% in average-performing schools. Knowledge about the financial 

procedures involved did not differ significantly across school types, at least as captured by 

questions on whether the learner was aware of their entitlement to grants or bursaries and 

whether they felt well-informed on sources of financial support. 

 



Ties to home were relatively important for students in low-performing schools, with many more 

reporting that they would prefer to live at home during university (27% compared with just 10% of 

those in the top-performing schools). Students in low-performing schools were also significantly 

more likely to rate highly ‘because my parents or family want it’ as the reason for their choice of 

subject at university. Those in lower-performing schools reported much less agreement with the 

statement ‘Most of my friends will go to university’ and, perhaps related to this, were significantly 

less likely to cite ‘the lifestyle/social life’ as a benefit of going to university. They also expressed 

greater agreement with the statement ‘People like me don’t go to university’. 

 

The cultural aspects of university were perhaps less important to the HPLs in low-performing 

schools. They were less likely to cite the opportunity for learning or personal development as an 

advantage of university, and less likely to give the reason for their choice of university subject as 

because they were interested in the subject or particularly good at it. They were also less likely to 

engage in extracurricular music or sport activities, and reported reading less often for pleasure. 

 

Besides these differences, there were many factors that were similar to HPLs across the school 

types. Those in low-performing schools were only slightly more likely than those in high-

performing schools to agree that a degree was unnecessary for a job they want, or to report 

choosing a particular subject at university because of the need for a specific job. They also 

expressed similar views of the importance of getting a well-paid job for going to university and 

choosing a particular subject to study. 

 

It should be borne in mind, however, that many of the questions asked in the LSYPE relate to HE 

institutions generally, without distinguishing views on different types of institutions. Since the 

sample of high-potential learners were overwhelmingly on the path to HE participation at some 

institution, it is perhaps unsurprising that their responses about universities in general were fairly 

similar. When we investigated which factors were associated with RG participation, after 

accounting for GCSE attainment and family background, we found only a few significant 

predictors. Statements associated with a significantly lower probability of RG were: that a degree 

was unnecessary for a job they wanted; that their subject was chosen with a specific career in 

mind; that the thought of borrowing or relying on parents was a deterrent to university; and, that 

STEM subjects are more difficult than other subjects. In addition, the statement that their subject 

choice was motivated by the desire for a well-paid job was positively associated with RG 

participation. Some factors, such as the preference to live at home, were quite strongly associated 

with RG participation (negatively in that case) but lost statistical significance when multiple 

predictors were added to the model. It is unfortunately a limitation that a sample size of 2290 

lacks power for teasing out the independent association of many different correlated factors with 

RG participation, each of which may have only a weak influence on the outcome. However, our 

qualitative analysis is designed to probe these issues in a much deeper way.  

 

Differences in A-level courses and grades 

Students in lower-performing schools enter for fewer A-levels (and equivalents) in total than those 

in higher performing schools. By the end of Year 13, HPLs in the lowest-performing schools had 



entered for 3.4 A-levels on average, while those in average-performing schools had entered for 

one extra AS-level equivalent and those in the highest-performing schools had entered for two 

additional A-level equivalents. There were also significant differences in the kinds of subjects 

chosen. Those in low-, average- and high-performing schools entered on average for 1.3, 1.8 and 

2.2 ‘facilitating’ A-level equivalents respectively. The average of ‘non-facilitating’ entries across 

schools was similar at just over two, so that the average proportion of A-levels that a student sat 

that were in facilitating subjects was 37%, 45% and 50% across the schools respectively. 

 

The number and type of A-levels entered for by the end of Year 13 reflects choices at the start of 

A-level study, but also later decisions about which subjects to start and drop, which may have 

been affected by subsequent achievement and experiences. AS-level entries at the end of Year 12 

might give us a better picture of how initial subject choices varied across schools, but only 76% of 

HPLs sat any A/AS levels at all at this point, presumably because of school-level choices about 

exam boards and the structure of KS5 study. (Those in the top- and lowest-performing schools 

were both less likely to take any AS-levels in Year 12 than those in the average schools.) Looking at 

the sub-sample that did take AS-levels in Year 12, the evidence suggests that differences in 

average subject choices across schools reflect both differences in initial choices and in decisions 

made in Year 13. HPLs in low-performing schools took significantly fewer AS levels in total in their 

first year of study, and the ones they did take were disproportionately skewed towards non-

facilitating subjects. This trend was compounded by decisions made over the AS equivalents they 

entered in Year 13. 

 

Just 5.5% of the HPLs overall sat for any A-level equivalents in the year after Year 13 (for example 

for re-takes or because of postponements in study), and this fraction did not differ significantly 

across school types. 

 

Conditional on a learner’s GCSE profile, family background characteristics and school type, number 

of A-levels entered is a strong predictor of RG attendance. An additional AS entry raises the odds 

of RG attendance by nearly 25%, but the effect is much stronger if that entry is in a facilitating 

subject (39%) than in a non-facilitating subject (16%). There was no significant difference in these 

effects across school types. 

 

Differences in subject choices are an important factor in explaining lower RG participation rates 

among HPLs in low-performing schools. However, it will obviously matter crucially how students 

perform in terms of grades in the subjects they do take. HPLs in low-performing schools achieve, 

on average, 104 points per AS-level entry, significantly lower than the 116 points in the top-

performing schools (for context a grade D AS-level equates to 90 points, a grade C to 105 points, 

and a grade B to 120 points). The achievement gap in facilitating subjects is noticeably larger (99 

vs 115 points) than in non-facilitating subjects (107 vs 115 points). 

 

Holding constant number of entries and characteristics at 16, an additional AS grade per entry 

(equivalent for example to A-levels of AAA compared to ABC) more than doubles the odds of RG 

participation. Grades in facilitating subjects are worth more than those in non-facilitating subjects, 



with each AS grade per facilitating entry raising the odds by 60%, but per non-facilitating entry by 

only 30%.  

 

To sum up, HPLs in low-performing schools take fewer A-level subjects in total, and choose fewer 

facilitating options than HPLs in higher-performing schools. Among the options they do take, they 

also tend to achieve lower grades, and particularly so in facilitating subjects. All these factors are 

independently associated with RG attendance and together they can account for virtually the 

entire RG participation gap between HPLs in differently-performing schools, as RG differences 

between school types are no longer significant when A-level performance is accounted for. 

Academic factors are clearly hugely important in determining access to RG, and these results point 

to the need for greater understanding of how and why learners choose a particular combination 

for A-level study.  

 

Timing of milestones in the HE application process 

Although the vast majority of HPLs in our sample had applied for a place at HE by the end of the 

observation period, the small minority that never applied (6% in total) were more likely to have 

attended a low-performing school (10%) than either an average- (5%) or top-performing school 

(3%).  

 

Among those who ever made an application, 89% first applied ‘on time’ during Year 13 and the 

vast majority of these also accepted a university place in Year 13 (84% in total), and these 

percentages were only slightly lower in low-performing schools than top-performing schools. The 

small group of learners who had not accepted a place prior to sitting their A-levels had a lower 

eventual RG participation rate (21%) than those who had accepted a place (36%).  

 

80% of HPLs who attended HE took up a place in HE immediately following their A-levels, and their 

RG participation rate was 37%. One-fifth of HPL HE participants therefore took a gap year, and this 

group had a slightly lower RG participation rate of 32%. The proportion taking a gap year was 

similar across school types, but it is possible that the reasons for delaying HE entry differ across 

schools. For example, gap year takers from low-performing schools were less likely to have 

accepted a place prior to taking their A-levels than gap year takers in high-performing schools 

(47% vs 61%). Unfortunately, the LSYPE data does not contain information on whether learners 

who accepted a place ultimately took up a place at that same institution, so we cannot distinguish 

those whose plans changed during their gap year, for example because they did not meet their 

offer grades, or who chose to re-apply with better-than-accepted grades, from those who met 

their offer and delayed for other reasons (such as travelling).  The available data do not suggest a 

strong relationship between timing of milestones in the applications process and either RG 

participation or school type. However, the LSYPE data can only give a partial picture here because 

we lack information on which institutions individuals chose to apply to, and on how offers 

received compared with their predicted and realized grades. Again, our qualitative case studies 

provide a much richer description of behaviours and motivations at each stage of the applications 

process. 

 



Summary of the findings: Strand 2 

 

Key findings from the case studies will be discussed in terms of influences on the students, and in 

terms of factors considered during decision making.   

 

Sources of influence discussed by the students could be broadly categorised into family and 

school/college. Participants often turned to families, including parents, family friends, and other 

older relations, for advice or commentary about universities or ideas around what to do in the 

future. The parents of many of the participants had not been to university, so there was little 

discussion of different universities at home. Most students did know someone who had been to 

university, whether that was an older relation (such as a cousin, older sibling, aunt or uncle) or a 

family friend, and sought advice from them: both students and parents discussed this. However, 

there was often an uncritical acceptance of this advice or information: if an older relation or family 

friend expressed an opinion on a particular university or a particular course, or followed a 

particular pathway into a particular job, then often students seemed to assume that experience or 

trajectory would be the case for them as well, were they to start the same course. In the absence 

of a range of perspectives, and with little other information, it is hard for students to develop an 

appreciation of university context. Particularly earlier on in their sixth form career, many of the 

students were unaware of the diversity of opportunities that are available in HE, and without this 

awareness it is very hard to develop a critical view of the random pieces of information given by 

older friends and family. Many parents spoke about leaving the decision making to their child, and 

acting as a sounding board for ideas and accompanying their children on university open days, 

rather than providing advice. For the most part, this was related to parents’ lack of experience of 

university. In short, many of the participants had little social or cultural capital at home to 

understand the range of opportunities available, so tended to place a lot of weight on the 

individual pieces of information they did receive.  

 

Advice and influence from families did not just come in the form of information about universities. 

Many participants (particularly those whose parents had not been to HE) viewed university as 

training for a job. Interviews with students and with their parents revealed that some parents 

seemed to have an influence on their children’s educational trajectories and steered participants 

towards “professional training”, such as law, medicine, or dentistry, irrespective of participants’ 

academic passions or strengths. There are limited numbers of universities offering these types of 

courses: for example, medicine and dentistry are only offered at a select group of RG universities. 

These are very competitive courses, and if participants’ grades were unlikely to be high enough, 

they tended to apply to alternatives such as pharmacy, radiography and nursing, which tend not to 

be offered at RG. For those participants whose parents had not been to university, HE was not 

seen as a place to “learn how to think”, and sometimes not as a place to learn more generic skills 

that could be applied in the job market. Most participants believed that their parents wanted 

them to go to university, but in the context of £9,000 per year tuition fees, some students from 

families with relatively low incomes found it hard to justify borrowing over £27,000 for three or 

more years of study, unless it was training for a profession. However, in interviews, most parents 



spoke about wanting their child to follow their interests and strengths, and to be happy in their 

chosen career pathway. 

 

There were a number of ways in which students drew support for decision making from schools 

and colleges. Perhaps the most notable influence was the extent to which students had been 

given opportunities to experience different universities, through masterclasses, campus visits, 

events aimed at school/college students, mentoring by current university students, and so on. 

Students from the institutions which sent more students to RG university were notably more 

familiar and comfortable with the concept of university, the ways universities worked with 

students, and the vocabulary used in university culture: to these students, university was an 

“everyday concept”. The schools/college that these students were in tended to offer many 

opportunities for students to engage with different universities, and students were strongly 

encouraged to take up these opportunities – although teachers in one of the case study 

institutions said that they provided opportunities for students to visit universities but students 

were reluctant to take up these opportunities. The kinds of activities experienced by participants 

in our study enabled them to develop some cultural capital around universities, that some of them 

may not have had the opportunity to develop at home. However, students at the other three 

(then two) institutions in the project seemed to have had (or at least to have taken up) fewer 

opportunities to engage with university, and consequently many of them did not feel at all familiar 

with what universities were like and with the range of opportunities available. This 

“normalization” of university appeared as a key influence that the school or college could have on 

students to support their decision making. A minority of our participants (some of those whose 

parents had been to university) were comfortable with the concept of university without the 

support of the school – but many participants needed the input from school to “socialize” them 

into university language and culture. Those students who were most comfortable with the general 

concept of university seemed to approach their UCAS applications with most confidence too, and 

to be more deliberate in their decisions to apply to “better” universities (often RG).  

 

Direct engagement with universities themselves was not the only way in which schools supported 

students. In some institutions, participants reported that teachers introduced university into 

conversation, and there was an assumption that students would go on to university. Most 

institutions used pastoral tutor time to focus on UCAS applications, and tutors aimed to support 

students through the application process – in some cases there was particular provision for 

students who were applying for Oxbridge or medicine/dentistry courses, and some teachers 

discussed trying to ensure that students did not aim “too high” and apply to universities where 

they had very little hope of reaching the required grades. As students were trying to make 

decisions about which universities to apply to, many asked their tutors or teachers about the 

universities they went to and what they were like: this is similar to the kind of advice sought from 

older family and friends, in that it is small pieces of specific information from a particular 

perspective. This demonstrates that young people who have few resources at home do seek 

advice and information from other sources. We now need to consider how holistic that advice is, 

and how young people interact with it. The role of schools, then, in supporting young people to 

understand what is possible, and make decisions around university applications, is crucial.  



 

Factors Considered by Young People in Decision Making can be broadly categorisied into 

university-specific issues and student-specific issues.  

 

University-Specific Issues 

The process of deciding on which university (as opposed to which course or subject), in particular 

before students submitted their UCAS application, was mainly focused on the characteristics of 

the university rather than the characteristics of the student. The location, or proximity to home, of 

a university was a key consideration for many students, and for their parents, particularly those 

from ethnic minorities and from white, lower SES backgrounds. Many of these students wanted to 

go to a university that would enable them to stay living at home – either for financial reasons (as it 

would save money on rent and bills), or for cultural reasons (for example, a large proportion of the 

female participants who were from Muslim families either wanted to stay at home with their 

families, or said that their parents wanted them to stay at home). This means that the range of 

possible universities is limited – although the extent of this limitation varies by location. 

Birmingham (one of the areas of case study schools) has nine universities (including two RG 

universities) within realistic commuting distance, but Bristol only has two within the city (one of 

which is RG), and two others nearby in Bath.  

 

The demographic of these universities was also important: the University of Birmingham has a 

wide range of ethnic minority students from a diversity of educational backgrounds, whereas the 

University of Bristol has a intake of mainly white middle class students, many from independent 

schools. Many participating students were unsure of whether they would “fit in” at Bristol. 

Birmingham has a much larger population of local sixth-form students from ethnic minorities 

and/or more deprived backgrounds than Bristol, so it may be easier for a local RG university to 

recruit students from non-traditional (widening participation) backgrounds who may want to 

remain living at home for financial or cultural reasons. Bristol, however, being a smaller, less 

densely-populated city, has a smaller pool of potential local non-traditional students from which 

to recruit – and low numbers of non-traditional students attending may make it harder for the 

university to attract greater numbers partly because of fears about “fitting in”.  This is consistent 

with the results from the national quantitative analysis that students in low-performing schools 

are more likely to express a preference for living at home, and that this preference is negatively 

associated with RG participation. There are 24 RG universities in the UK, and many more non-RG 

universities. Therefore, if a student wants to go to a local university, they might not live near to a 

RG university, and if they do, there may be much more choice of non-RG universities.  

 

Not all students wanted to stay at home, however - some students (particularly those from the 

more rural areas) wanted to move away and become independent, although most stipulated that 

they did not want to be more than a few hours travelling time away (partly for financial reasons 

when travelling, and partly for the time taken to come home). Again, most parents discussed 

being more comfortable with their child being either at a local university or one within a relatively 

short train ride.  

 



Familiarity with a university was an important influence for students when considering 

universities. This relates to the activities provided by schools to develop students’ engagement 

with universities. Students spoke enthusiastically about applying to universities they had visited 

for masterclasses, or residential events for example. The University of Birmingham provided a lot 

of opportunities for local school students, and had a particularly close relationship with six 

different local schools situated in areas of economic deprivation (including two of our case study 

schools). This meant that the university had a high profile in the students’ eyes: they were familiar 

with it, and could imagine themselves as students there – much more so than at other universities, 

either in the same area or in different cities that they had not visited.  The sense of familiarity was 

important for some of these students – they felt that university would be a big enough change in 

terms of the way they learnt and their social group, without having to cope with finding their way 

around a new locality as well.  

 

Participants were asked in Year 12 about what kinds of differences they thought existed between 

universities, and in Year 13 (having accepted offers from their UCAS applications) what dimensions 

of quality in universities they had considered. Most students had used league tables (from a range 

of sources) as an indicator of quality, but had little understanding of what dimensions fed into the 

league table position. They also viewed student satisfaction as a good indicator of quality. Several 

mentioned the terms “red brick” or RG, but when questioned further had little idea of what that 

meant, apart from believing that employers would view a degree from that kind of university as 

better than a degree from another university. This again related to our analysis of the LSYPE, 

which demonstrated that high attainers who reported in Y12 that the likelihood of their university 

subject choice leading to a well-paid job was very important, were more likely to attend a RG 

university: so it seems that students do tend to relate the prestige of university to their likelihood 

of securing good employment. 

 

When it came to writing their UCAS application, students tried to be strategic in making their 

application attractive to universities. Strategies employed included seeking out relevant work 

experience, and ensuring that they had selected a range of subjects at AS and A2. Obviously 

students were aware of the impact of AS grades and predicted A2 grades on the likelihood of 

being given an offer. However, very few students were aware of facilitating subjects at A2. Our 

analysis of the LSYPE data shows that choosing facilitating subjects at A Level was an important 

predictor of attendance at a RG university, and crucially also that high-attaining students at 

schools with low average attainment tended to take fewer facilitating subjects at A level than 

those at schools with high average attainment.  Furthermore, few case study participants were 

aware of the myriad of different ways in which universities (and departments within universities) 

make admissions decisions, and the different emphases placed on the personal statement, so they 

were basing their application strategy on the basis of very limited or even incorrect information.  

 

Preferences for particular universities, following applications, often changed when offers came in. 

Five case-study participants had applied to Oxford or Cambridge, stating Oxbridge as their 

preference, and had had interviews, but none were subsequently offered a place. Other students 

were also rejected from their original preferred university. Decisions about which university to put 



down as first and second choice were often made on the basis of how they felt about the 

university on visiting it (whether on an open day, or from prior experiences), the relative offers 

(there was no point putting a particular university as second choice if the offer was higher than the 

first choice), and how confident students felt about achieving the offer.  

 

Student-Specific Issues 

Individual student characteristics, preferences, and backgrounds were also important to students 

when making their decisions. The way in which the purpose of education, and in particular of 

university, was viewed was important when deciding on subject choice. As previously mentioned, 

many students (and their families) believed that university was about training for a specific job: it 

may be that this was a lack of awareness of the roles that universities can play in education, by 

those who were unfamiliar with university. As previously mentioned, it may also be that few of 

our participants had the financial resources to allow themselves the “luxury” of seeing university 

primarily as a life-changing experience, or a way of learning how to develop your thinking.  

 

There was a dynamic relationship between students’ subject choice at AS level, their AS grades 

achieved and predicted A2 grades, and their aspirations regarding university and subject choice. 

Most students chose their AS subjects before they had a clearly formed aspiration of what they 

wanted to study at university, or of what the requirements for particular courses were – and as 

mentioned before, many chose a range of subjects to “keep their options open”. Some, however, 

chose their AS subjects with a particular course in mind, such as Medicine or Dentistry. As they 

progressed through Year 12, aspirations regarding university were shaped further. However, many 

students ended up revising and changing their aspirations – either because they had not chosen 

the required subjects for courses they considered studying, or because their AS and predicted A2 

grades were not sufficient. Those who revised their aspirations (particularly with regard to 

university they were applying to) to fit in with lower-than-hoped-for grades then reframed how 

they discussed the benefits of particular universities, and the indicators of quality they might use. 

Other students re-started their AS levels, or re-took particular modules to improve their grade. 

Some students decided that they were going to take a gap year, and apply once they had received 

their grades so they were more confident of the likelihood of being accepted. This strategic 

response to a lower-than-hoped-for performance was suggested by the school or college in some 

cases, who had had experience of students being accepted onto courses such as Medicine based 

on A level grades achieved, which they would have been very unlikely to have been accepted onto 

if applying with their AS grades only at the start of Y13.  

 

Other students took a similarly strategic approach, but went one step further – they applied for 

their “second choice” of subject at the start of Y13, and then if they received higher-than-expected 

grades at A2, were planning to take a gap year and apply for their first choice subject for which 

they needed higher grades. Few students were planning on taking a gap year for travel and 

“experience” – instead this was a strategic approach to maximizing their chances of successful 

application to their desired course. In some cases, however, students surpassed their own 

expectations regarding AS grades, so revised their aspirations towards a course that required 

higher grades (one student, for example, was considering becoming a primary school teacher, but 



on receiving straight A grades at AS level then applied for and was offered a place to study Law at 

the University of Birmingham). Although not related to information about specific universities, this 

strategic behavior in response to AS grades was an interesting way of “playing the game” of UCAS 

application.  

 

What was undoubtedly clear from the longitudinal nature of the case studies was that students’ 

aspirations changed dramatically over the course of their sixth form studies. For the most part, 

they became more confident about understanding what university might be like. Some students 

started out very focused on a particular course or university (often on the basis of a conversation 

about the experiences of one older family member or friend), and over the course of their sixth 

form before UCAS applications, broadened their horizons to understand the range of 

opportunities that they could pursue. Other students started their sixth form career confused and 

overwhelmed by the choice available, and eventually started to bring their aspirations into focus.  

 

Key recommendations 

 

 A focus on quality, comprehensiveness and consistency of advice and information may 

help students in their decision making.  

 

 Crucially advice needs to focus more clearly on the choice of facilitating subjects at ‘A’ level 

and prior to that even in the choice of GCSEs that may then lead on to facilitating subjects. 

A focus on the quality of teaching and learning remains critical to helping high potential 

learners in low performing schools achieve the A level grades they need for entry to a RG 

university. 

 

 High-attaining learners from different backgrounds may require different kinds and 

degrees of support tailored to an awareness of their specific context, family and cultural 

background. This may also involve more actively engaging in dialogue with families around 

the different options available to young people and how these relate to future career 

choices and life aspirations. 

 

 Supporting students to become familiar with universities through visits can help them see 

university as “a place for them”. 

 

 We suggest that advice be focused around key “crunch” points in students’ decision-

making processes: choice of A levels; selecting degree subject; UCAS applications (and 

whether to do this at the start of Year 13 or at the start of a gap year); receiving predicted 

grades; and receiving offers from universities. Students may benefit from a sustained 

relationship with school staff so they can access holistic support at each of these stages. 

 

 Schools may benefit from relationships with HEIs to help: define the role(s) of teacher(s) 

with special responsibility for HE; provide support for other key players such as parents 

and subject teachers; and offering timely, appropriate advice to students. 
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