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Executive summary 

This report provides an analysis and evaluation of y13 students’ responses to the 
Outreach Team’s focus group questions (Appendices A-D). Seventeen students 
from four target institutions in the South West and Midlands took part.  

The purpose of the focus group was to check if outreach provision aligns with 
what students need, and help address any potential gaps in our offer. Questions 
were generated based on the Outreach Theory of Change (Appendix E) to garner 
student stakeholder feedback. Queries focused on areas of outreach investment 
with less evidence underpinning practice and gathered feedback around virtual 
outreach which has become the normal during this past year. Topics included 
finance and application support, virtual outreach and study skills and transition.  

The focus group was facilitated by outreach practitioners using the Unibuddy live-
chat platform. All conversations were transcribed into a Word document before 
identifying key themes and determining connections between these and not-yet-
represented student characteristic intersections.  

 

Key themes: 

• Students identified ‘exploring higher education’ and ‘student finance’ as the 
topics that would most help them to make an informed choice about 
university, followed by application support.  

• Mental health was also identified as an area where they sought support 
when joining university. 

• Time management and budgeting were identified as skills they’d like more 
support in developing to support their transition from school/college to 
university.  

• Students want enrichment and extracurricular activity to help socialise and 
meet new people or those on their course.  

• They would like more interaction with current students about their personal 
experiences, a week in the life of a student and honest advice.  

• Students identified on-campus visits as the best way to meet our Theory of 
Change objectives, but identified live Q&A virtual opportunities as next 
best. 

• The way students want to engage with information depends on the topic. 
eg finance in face-face sessions, UCAS application process by video.  

 



Together we make  
an unstoppable team 

 

The University of Gloucestershire is a company limited by guarantee registered  
in England & Wales. Registered office: The Park, Cheltenham, GL50 2RH. 

Recommendations include: 
 

• Prioritise on-campus opportunities for WP prospective students as soon as 
safe and possible to do so within government guidelines.  

• Prioritise the refresh and development of student finance and budgeting 
outreach activities, including development of online budgeting game.  

• Review outreach activities, resources and events to consider messaging 
around mental health support available upon transition into university.  

• Develop transition sessions targeted at y13 WP offer holders post-UCAS 
applications, to include information about student support for mental 
health, time management and budgeting, supporting the e-mentoring pilot. 

• Continue to work with Student Ambassador Manager to link student 
ambassadors with their school/colleges, targeting WP target institutions to 
talk about student life.  

 

The virtual focus group 

The virtual focus group was organised, designed and delivered by the Outreach 
Team. Due to C19 and the current climate, we decided to run it virtually using 
Unibuddy. Key topics and questions were devised by the Outreach Team as a 
result of our Theory of Change and subsequently consulted with through ethics. 
Four live feeds were created under the event, with one main room to host students 
as they arrived and three live feeds focusing on the three sub-topics: Finance and 
application support, Virtual Outreach and Study skills and transition.  

Each group was facilitated by two outreach practitioners and up to six y13 
participants using prewritten text and prompts. Set questions were posed 
approximately every three minutes to enable depth of replies and follow ups. 
Participants were able to reply directly to one another.  

A short introduction video (Appendix F) was created and hosted on YouTube to 
provide information for potential participants. Participants were compensated with 
a £10 Amazon voucher for the 1-hour focus group. A consent and opt-out sheet 
were circulated with target schools across the SW and Midlands to disseminate 
with their y13/final year students.  

Expression of interest was initially captured through a Qualtrics form with a range 
of suggested dates to capture their availability, before students were contacted 
with further information about the confirmed date and time and a pre-focus group 
questionnaire. The number of students who expressed interest was below the 
maximum number so we contacted them all. 
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Student participant characteristics 

The following characteristics are WP targets outlined in our Access and 
Participation Plan: Black, Asian, Minority Ethnicities [BAME], Participation of Local 
Areas [POLAR 4] Quintile 1 and Indices of Multiple Deprivation [IMD] Quintile 1.  

Ethnicity 

29% of students identified as White. 71% of students identified as Black [12%], 
Asian [53%] or Other [6%]. 

POLAR 4 Q1 

53% of students were from POLAR 4 Q2 and 0 from POLAR 4 Q1.  

IMD Q1 

59% of students were IMD Q1, with 76% from Q1 & 2 [17%].  

Intersection of WP characteristics 

53% of students met multiple WP characteristics, and for these students these 
multiple characteristics were all IMD Q1 and their ethnicity. These students came 
from two of the four schools which are both in the Midlands. An additional 23.5% 
of students met one WP characteristic and came from the same two schools. The 
remaining 23.5% of students met no WP characteristics and came from the 
remainder two schools in the South West.  

 

Findings:  

Theory of Change questions 

• Students identified ‘Exploring Higher Education’ and ‘Student Finance’ as 
the topics that would most help them to make an informed choice about 
university, followed by application support.  
 

• There was a pattern across the three groups from students across all four 
schools saying that student finance isn’t really discussed.  
 

“[S]tudent finance isn’t really discussed much, and even I am still 
unsure about how to go about applying for it, whether it’s the best 
thing for me etc.” 

 
• Students fed back challenges due to C19 including inability to attend a 

physical open day. 
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“I think exploring higher education is a crucial topic to be hearing 
about from students at the moment as the usual university 
experience that people may have heard from family and friends has 
been greatly impacted by coronavirus and having to study online. It 
would also be important event without the current impacts to find 
out which university sounds and looks like the best learning 
experience for you personally.” 

 
• Students identified on-campus visits as the best way to meet our 

objectives, but identified live virtual Q&A opportunities are next best, with 
recorded delivery useful to rewatch and acknowledging they may benefit 
some students. 

 
“I think on-site visits and residentials are by far the best ways of 
delivering this information. This is mainly because I feel that emails. 
Livestreams, virtual sessions are less effective in gaining students’ 
attention. I for one, do not check my emails consistently and when 
being emailed by 5 different universities at a time with the same 
livestreams, I get put off and just end up ignoring them. That’s the 
main reason why this year has been so difficult for students when 
deciding whether they want to go to university or not. Also, campus 
visits give students a more engaging and memorable experience.”  
 

• They would like more interaction with current students about their personal 
experiences, a week in the life of a student and honest advice.  

Finance and application support 

• They’d like to know more about the student loan, what it is, if they need 
one, and other monetary support available. 

• The Outreach Team’s budgeting boardgame sounded like a good way to 
learn about finance and they would like this online. 

• Students had mixed feelings about the UCAS process, but with school 
support and the UCAS website, students felt they understood this.  

• They identified starting the personal statement as an area requiring 
additional support. 

• For information about the UCAS process, students want to hear from 
UCAS and/or Admissions preferably through videos sent via email or found 
online. 

• For information about Student Finance, they want to hear from universities 
and SFE in face-face workshops or live-stream delivery with Q&A. 

• Teachers share content with students via email and Google Classroom.   
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Virtual outreach 

• Students’ main experience of virtual delivery has been virtual open days. 
• Live-delivery, students fed back they’d like a longer time period [15-

45mins] compared to pre-record outreach [5-40 mins].  
• To improve on virtual delivery and help them learn best, they suggest 

quizzes and activities to engage them and consolidate learning. 
 

“I think mainly just making it more engaging and interesting for 
students. This could be by adding in small games or activities 
break-out rooms or having a ‘Get to know university’ style Kahoot 
would be great for translating information across in an effective, but 
also fun manner. This way students won’t get bored during the long 
talks and end up clicking off or going to do something, which can be 
very tempting whilst at home.” 

 
• Students want weekly or monthly sessions to support transition.  

 

Study skills and transition 

• Mental health was identified as an area of support key when joining 
university. 
 

“Emotional/mental health and wellbeing support. Going to a new 
place that you’re not familiar with. Especially a place as a big as 
university, can be quite overwhelming and stressful. Feeling too 
stressed out and overwhelmed can have a lot of negative affects on 
motivation, performance in studies and in your personal life, etc..” 
 

• Time management and budgeting were identified as skills they’d like more 
support in developing to support their transition from school/college to 
university.  

• Students want enrichment and extracurricular activity to help socialise and 
meet new people or those on their course.  
 

Limitations 

The students volunteered to take part in the focus group, and therefore were self-
selecting and potentially more engaged so responses may not be representative 
of the harder-to-reach students from target schools and colleges. The focus group 
represented 17 students from four schools from the South West and West 
Midlands. A teacher from one of the schools joined the focus group, and 
messaged the team in three of the four live feeds with questions to clarify how the 
focus group would work, which may have impacted students’ responses. The 
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focus group took place out of school time, during a period when students are 
working largely from home, so those with limited access to data or devices may 
have had limitations in applying to participate.  

Students were pre-allocated to groups to ensure an even split of school and 
gender. Due to attrition, students were equally distributed in numbers to groups; 
however, the study skills and transition group only had representation from two 
schools compare to 3 and 4 in the other groups. This group happened to have all 
students with one or more WP characteristics compared to the other two groups 
with an even split between schools.  

 

Recommendations: 

• Prioritise on-campus opportunities for prospective students from target 
backgrounds as soon as safe to do so within government guidelines.  

• Prioritise the refresh and development of student finance and budgeting 
outreach activities including development of an online budgeting game.  

• Review outreach activities, resources and events to consider messaging 
around mental health support available upon transition into university.  

• Build WP offer-holder community to extend the interventions and support 
leading up to pre-induction event, at monthly intervals leading up to 
enrolment. Include information about student support for mental health, 
time management and budgeting. 

• Continue to work with Student Ambassador Manager to link student 
ambassadors with their school/colleges, targeting WP target institutions to 
talk about student life.  

• Extend student ambassador outreach training for students to deliver 
subject talks to y13 students in target WP schools and colleges.  

• Enable time for live Q&As in Recruitment and Outreach events where this 
is not already happening.   

• Review content delivery methods and prioritise key topics for live delivery  
• Review all delivery to plan interaction to consolidate students learning.  
• Plan additional focus groups to collate wider evidence base to further 

analyse themes and further identify emerging themes by characteristics. 
• Consider best platform to run focus group on in future if virtually  
• Ensure guidance is clear to teachers and advisers not to attend the focus 

groups with their students, explaining why.  
• Offer a Q&A session for teachers and advisers who have questions about 

the platform we use, if virtually, so that they understand and can 
communicate this with their students, to support the YouTube video. 

• Consider running future focus groups at a time when they can access 
school IT and internet if this is a barrier to participation.  
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Appendices 

A: Theory of Change Questions, asked to all students: 

 
1. How well would the following topics help you to make an informed choice 

about university?  
Exploring Higher Education, Application to university support and Student 
Finance, Study Skills 
 

2. What else would you suggest that could help you be more informed about 
university? 

3. Which way of delivering this information helps us meet our objectives best? 
Why?  
[On campus visits and residentials where possible, subject focus, virtual pre-
record info and live stream]. 

 

B: Virtual Outreach sub-group 

Students were asked to watch a short YouTube video on personal statements as 
an example. 

4. Tell us about your own experience of virtual delivery. Have you received any 
virtual outreach before? If so, what was it and how did you find it?  

 
5. How long do you prefer to watch pre-recorded content information for? Is there 

anything missing from virtual activity that you would find useful to help explore 
university?  

 
6. Thinking about the virtual outreach you’ve received (or the video you’ve just 

watched, if you haven’t received any before); how do you think it could have 
been improved?  

 
7. What do you think is the best length of time for a live virtual activity?  

 

8. Which activities or interaction helps you learn best virtually? Think about any 
virtual outreach you’ve experienced or your current experience at 
school/college.  
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C: Finance and application sub-group 

 
4. What questions did you/do you have about the UCAS application process?  

[This question was slightly amended as the focus group took place after 
the January amended deadline]. 
 

5. Which aspects of a personal statement did you/do you feel you need 
further support with?  

 
6. Could you explain what support you have been offered with writing your 

personal statement and what further support you would have liked from 
universities?  

 
7. Which tools and resources have you accessed to support you with your 

university application. (E.G UCAS Hub, Unifrog.)  
 

8. How would you like to learn about student finance and the UCAS 
application process? (methods such as Video/ Vlog/ Blog/ Live session/ 
1:1/ Face to face workshop)  

 
9. What questions do you/did you have about Student Finance?  

 
10. Where would you go to find out more about student finance and how the 

application process works? (Has anyone used the student finance 
calculator? What about the finance zone of the Student Room?)  

 
11. How would you like to learn about student finance? (methods such as 

video/vlog/blog/live session/1:1/face to face workshop)  
 

12. We have developed a budgeting board game to help students understand 
what it is like managing money at university. Would this be something you 
would be interested in or would you rather get the information another 
way?  

 
13. Which other aspects of applying for university would you like to have more 

information and support about?  
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D: Study Skills and transition sub-group 
 
 

4. What area of support do you believe is key when joining university?  
 

5. What skills would you like to have more support in developing to enable 
you to feel ready for transition from school/ college into Uni? 

 
6. What resources would be helpful to ensure that you are prepared for the 

transition to university?  
 

7. What study skills do you need the most support in to help this transition i.e. 
revision, time management and prioritising, essay planning etc.?  

 
8. What would you like to see universities offer to help you feel confident 

about starting university?  
 

9. How frequently would you like this information given to you i.e. a one-day 
session that covers student finance, application how-to and student life or, 
a weekly-sessions that cover each topic?  

 
10. What activities would help you feel a sense of belonging at university, 

before you start?  
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E: Theory of Change 

 

F: Student Focus Group Video https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ODFmDV35IMA  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ODFmDV35IMA



