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The activity
Access Reading offers applicants to the University of Reading from IMD quintile 1&2 (among other widening participation students) the opportunity for further support through an in-person event and online mentoring. This aimed to support students in their transition to university and increase the numbers of students from widening participation groups enrolling at the University of Reading.
The 2024/25 iteration of the programme increased the number of students engaged in the programme (217% of previous cohort) and provided students with on-demand online support, through utilising a number of student ‘mentors’ on the Unibuddy Community platform.

The evaluation
The evaluation methodology used Type 2 evaluation. Participants completed three surveys throughout the programme (pre-programme, after the in-person event, at the end of the programme) and we were also able to compare enrolment data of those that attended Access Reading against those that were invited and did not attend.

Main findings
Access Reading succeeded in some primary aims around achieving a positive, significant impact on participants’ sense of belonging and knowledge of the support available at university and this was sustained throughout the intervention. 
The programme also had a positive, significant impact on participants confidence to cope with learning in higher education, although this was not sustained throughout the programme.
Access Reading did not have a significant impact on participants’ knowledge about studying at university or a reduction in concerns about university. The impacts in these areas were positive but not significant.
Participants in the Access Reading continued the journey from application to enrolment in greater proportions than eligible students who did not participate. For all applicants who were eligible for the programme, 19.54% continued to enrol at the University of Reading, compared with 54.49% for applicants who engaged with the programme and 64.34% for applicants who attended the in-person event. This represented a small increase in conversion rate for in-person participants from 62% in 2023/24.

Conclusions & Recommendations
Access Reading can be seen as having a successful impact on the participants. As a result, the programme should look to increase the number of participants, both in-person and online.
In addition, using the data obtained this year, the programme should seek to improve the online provision through adding subject specific elements, mapping more closely to student concerns and seeking ways to boost participant engagement on the platform.
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Within the University of Reading, students from IMD Q1 & Q2 are significantly underrepresented both against their peers in other quintiles and in comparison, to the HE sector. There is a 24.1 percentage point gap between IMDQ1 and IMDQ5 students in terms of entrants (4 year aggregate from University of Reading; Office for Students dashboard). They apply in disproportionately lower numbers than students in other quintiles, are more likely to apply to Reading without the required pre-attainment (e.g., subject profile or GCSE requirement) and are less likely to choose or enrol at the University of Reading when in receipt of an offer. This can be seen in the table below that shows conversion data at each stage of the application process.
Conversion rates from stage to stage (2024 data)
	Group
	Applications to offer (%)
	Offer to firm (%)
	Firm to enrol (%)
	Overall applications to enrols (%)

	IMD Q1
	83
	22
	56
	10

	IMD Q5
	92
	25
	77
	17

	Overall
	88
	25
	71
	15



As such, these students are a target group across our access-related interventions. Access Reading is designed to increase knowledge of higher education and support skills required to succeed once in HE.

Research into target group
There has been some research conducted into the target group for Access Reading and assessing support for students from more disadvantaged backgrounds.  
Peter, Speiss, Zambre (2018), Antony (2019) and Bowman et al (2018) all consider the role of providing information to young people in this target group. They conclude that provision of information increases the likelihood of university applications and attendance in relation to peers. However, their studies have a limitation for this context, in that their research is largely conducted at the pre-application stage, whereas Access Reading works with offer-holders through to enrolment. Yet the provision of information addressing key barriers for this target group was considered and incorporated as part of the programme, with particular thought applied to which barriers may be most prominent at different points on students’ journey to enrolment.
Similarly, these same studies considered other aspects of support such as visits to campus, economic support and mentoring / guidance opportunities which could all have a positive impact on the target group. This research also holds the same limitation of working with groups pre-application.
Significantly, there have been a few examples of research conducted with prospective students in the summer period between final examinations and University enrolment. Castleman (2012; 2013; 2014; 2015) has produced a series of studies culminating in their book (2020), looking at a variety of interventions and how they can reduce the ‘summer melt’ effect in the target group. This summer melt is a term used to describe when individuals, who had previously decided to attend University, change their mind over the summer period. The research highlights the benefits of mentoring and guidance during this period, as well as low-touch interventions such text communications offering support with key milestones.
While there are limitations in Castleman’s studies for this intervention’s context, namely that the research was conducted in the US rather than the UK, Access Reading drew on some key features of this research. While ‘mentoring’ was not directly provided, individualised support was offered to students through student ambassadors and staff. Additionally, the use of Unibuddy community created an on-demand, low stakes way of students seeking support, which mirrors some of the successes of the text message intervention. 

[bookmark: _Toc227058288]Intervention
The overarching aim of Access Reading is to facilitate a smooth transition to university for targeted University of Reading applicants and therefore increase enrolments from these applicants. This aim encompasses the following objectives for the programme:  
1. To aid participants’ academic preparedness for university-level studies by equipping them with essential course-related study skills.  
2. To establish meaningful connections between participants and university affiliates, to foster a sense of belonging, ease apprehension, and develop transferable skills.   
3. To address concerns held by participants about accessing HE to support journey through to enrolment. 
4. To familiarise participants with university life, particularly at the University of Reading, and our student support systems. This aims to instil confidence in our institution and the uptake of student support during their university experience.    

The programme ran with the following structure:
	Timeline 
	Activity 

	March 2025 
	Email communications to relevant applicants and onboarding of students  

	March 2025 
	Join an online community with the opportunity to meet other applicants 

	April 2025 
	Attend an in-person event in April with the opportunity to: 
a. Network with other applicants 
b. Network with academics from their course and existing student ambassadors 
c. Engage in a preparatory academic session to prepare them for University study (ideally delivered by academics) 
d. Find out about support services at the University of Reading who can help them with barriers to enrolment and once they have started. 

	April – Jul 2025 
	Continue in an online community with other applicants, student ambassadors and staff. 

	April – Jul 2025 
	Receive regular updates on relevant topics to help prepare for enrolment – study skills, accommodation advice, student finance support etc. 
This will be a pre-recorded video, summary blog and then discussion in smaller groups facilitated by ambassadors. This will all be on demand but still provide the opportunity to ask questions. 

	April – Jul 2025 
	Personalised support and guidance from staff when requested / issue arises through Unibuddy or the Access Reading email. 

	June 2025 
	Invite to the June Open Day if they have not previously been able to attend an event on campus. 

	October 2025 
	A welcome event once they have enrolled at the University of Reading. 



Significant thought and staff resource went into the following, to meet the aims laid out by the previous objectives:
1. Advertising and promotion of the programme, so that sign ups and engagement increased.
2. Training and guidance of ambassadors to facilitate and create student content for the online provision of the programme.
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This evaluation report covers the Access Reading programme in the academic year 2024-25. Participants in this evaluation are those who responded to surveys, whilst enrolment data covers all students eligible for Access Reading.
[bookmark: _Toc227058290]Link to Access & Participation Plan (APP)
This activity contributes to the following APP aims: 
Achieve a socio-economic mix within our student population that reflects the demographic of the year 12 and 13 population within our catchment regions (South East England, London and the South West) by 2030. Reduce the gap between entrants in IMD Q1 and Q5 from 27.7pp to 10pp by 2028.
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This activity was evaluated for the first time in 2023-24. 
The evaluation found that the activity potentially contributed to increasing the number of IMD Q1 and Q2 students at the University of Reading, whilst acknowledging that it was not the primary driver for decision making, as many students had already placed the University of Reading as their firm choice.
It also found that it succeeded in some of its primary aims to increase the sense of belonging for students looking to come to Reading and increase knowledge about HE and coming to university. However, there were significant limitations to these findings as the evaluation methodology was Type 1 evaluation on a single survey conducted after the intervention. There was additionally no evaluation of the online provision of the intervention conducted after the in-person event.
The evaluation recommended increasing numbers of participants and level of engagement for the 2024-25 iteration, which was acted on and achieved. It also recommended an improvement in survey data collection, which was acted on and achieved with three points of survey data collection, including a pre-event survey.
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The evaluation questions are split by theme:
Progression to UoR
Does Access Reading increase the number of students from IMD Q1 enrolled at the University of Reading compared to eligible offer holders Access Reading who did not engage? 
Does Access Reading increase the number of students from IMD Q1 enrolled in higher education compared to eligible offer holders Access Reading who did not engage? 
 
Participant self-perception
Do participants report an increase in sense of belonging in higher education?  
Are participants more likely to see themselves as part of the University of Reading community having participated in the programme? 
Do participants report an increase in knowledge about higher education? 
Do participants report reduced levels of concern about progressing to higher education? 
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Eligibility
Post “UCAS Equal Consideration Deadline”, specific applicants receive targeted communications to encourage them to apply for Access Reading 2024. 
Participants had to meet the following criteria: 
· Applied to the University of Reading as well as: 
· reside in England or Wales
· and have minimum grade predictions of 3 Cs (A-levels) or 3 Merits (BTEC) or equivalent
And had: 
· A contextual offer from the University of Reading.

These participants include any applicants in IMD Q1. Although the scheme is not limited to these participants, all IMD Q1 applicants would be able to attend Access Reading if they applied in time. Therefore, although the programme doesn’t target IMD Q1 students exclusively, these students will benefit from Access Reading, so it contributes to closing the access gap. 
As applicants made decisions about their university choices, they may drop off the programme. Only applicants who held the University of Reading as firm or were still undecided would continue to be offered activity and email comms. Applicants who put us as their insurance choice or declined our offer dropped off.

Participation
The programme significantly increased participation from preceding years. 5742 eligible offer holders were contacted.
· 371 offer holders signed up to become participants and were given access to engage with the programme.
· 264 wanted to attend the in-person day. Due to room capacity, a waiting list was created after 220 requests.
· This resulted in 145 participants attending the in-person event.
· 237 offer holders joined the Access Reading Unibuddy site.
Following the reply-deadline of June 5th, 143 offer holders were continuing with the University of Reading and were able to engage with email communications and Unibuddy support.
37 of the participants were in our main target group of IMD Q1 students. The participants and their eligibility for a contextual offer is listed in the table below. Please note that this data was gathered by comparing the sign-up form to admissions data, so if a participant signed up to the programme using a different email address to their admissions data, then they would not have been recognised. Additionally, some participants may fall into more than one category, for example if an IMD Q1 student also had a disability. In these cases, both eligibility criteria have been tallied in the table.

Table 1: Characteristics of Access Reading Participants 2024/25
	IMD Q1
	IMD Q2
	POLAR4 Q1
	POLAR4 Q2
	Disability
	Care Experience
	Estranged
	Refugee
	Young Carer
	Military Family
	RSS

	37
	97
	51
	67
	189
	5
	4
	6
	25
	19
	1



There were some limitations in who was able to access the programme, as a few programmes required interviews or portfolio reviews. Some eligible, potential participants were waiting for these aspects of their application to conclude. However, a decision was taken to exclude these potential participants, as there would not have been time to prepare the in-person event suitably for them. Ways to include these excluded participants should be considered for future iterations.
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Surveys
Students were sent Survey 1 in April (before the in-person event).
Students who attended the in-person event completed Survey 2 at the end of the day.
Students were sent Survey 3 in July.

Each survey had a series of shared questions, as well as questions that were unique to that particular survey. The shared questions were drawn from TASO ASQ questions, and it is these that form the Type 2 evaluation questions.

Shared questions:
	Concept
	Question

	Knowledge and expectations
	1. I know what studying at university would be like. 
2. I know how studying in university is different from studying in school or college. 

	Sense of belonging
	3. The University of Reading is for people like me. 

4. I would fit in well academically with others at university. 

5. I would fit in well socially with others at university. 

6. I can see myself being part of the University of Reading’s community. 

	Support
	7. I know what support would be available to me at University. 

	Confidence
	8. I do not feel confident in my ability to cope with learning in higher education    

	Concerns
	9. I have concerns about continuing into higher education (for example, finances, accommodation, academic) 
10. If you do have any concerns about continuing into higher education, please tell us more about these: 



Questions 1-9 used a 5 point Likert scale while question 10 was an open-ended question. The scale was 1-5, from ‘Strongly disagree’ to ‘Strongly agree’.

Unique questions:
These were all free text questions, unless stated after question.
Survey 1
· Which of the following best describes your application to the University of Reading? (this in no way affects your offer or current participation in the programme) – choice of boxes
· Reading is my firm choice
· Reading will be my firm choice, I just haven't responded yet.
· Reading is my insurance choice.
· Reading will be my insurance choice, I just haven't responded yet.
· Reading is likely to my firm choice.
· Reading is likely to be my insurance choice.
· I am unlikely to progress with Reading as either firm or insurance.
· I have not yet made decisions about my offers.
· Why did you choose to sign up to the Access Reading programme? (tick all that apply) – choice of boxes
· Opportunities to meet other applicants
· Support from ambassadors / staff
· Learn more about studying my subject
· I have concerns / areas that I want more information on e.g. student finance, accommodation, clearing etc.
· Unsure
· Other - please do put any other reasons in the box below
· (optional) The Access Reading programme could best support me by.....
· (optional) I would like the following topics to be covered....
· (optional) Is there anything else you want to tell us?

Survey 2
· I found the day helpful (5 point Likert scale ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’)
· What aspect of the day did you find most helpful and why? 
As a result of the subject sessions….
· I have learnt something new e.g., skills or subject knowledge.  (5 point Likert scale ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’)
· If applicable, what did you learn? Do you think this will be helpful to your future studies and how? 
· How could we improve the subject session? If applicable, what support do you think would help you feel more equipped for university study? 
· This event has positively influenced my desire to study at the University of Reading. (5 point Likert scale ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’)
· What could we do to improve the day overall? 
· Thinking about the transition to university, what other topics would you like covered in our resources and ambassador support in the summer term? 

Survey 3
· The Access Reading programme was a useful programme for me (5 point Likert scale ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’)
· Please explain your answer
· How could the online offering (Unibuddy and Virtual Hub) be improved for future years?
· I would like the following topics to be covered between now and enrolling in September....
· Is there anything else you want to tell us about Access Reading?

[bookmark: _Toc227058296]Ethics and Data Security
Participants for all three surveys were informed that by completing the survey they consented for their data to be used for evaluation purposes and published in a report externally in an anonymised form.
The two online surveys gave the option for participants to enter a prize draw in return for completing the survey. Full terms and conditions were laid out to participants in advance of consenting to this.
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Surveys
Survey results were checked for a normal distribution of data. Only the concept of belonging met the assumptions for a paired t-test and so this was used to ascertain whether average survey 1 scores different significantly from survey 2 and/or 3. 
In the cases of the remaining four concepts (knowledge, support, confidence & concerns) data was not normally distributed. This meant paired non-parametric tests were conducted to ascertain whether average survey 1 scores different significantly from survey 2 and/or 3.
Effect sizes of all five tests (whether t-test or parametric) were then calculated.

Enrolment
Application and enrolment data was gathered from internal systems. Basic data was prepared based on different levels of participation in the programme and was also compared to the previous year.
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This evaluation was conducted to Type 2, according to the Office for Students’ Standard of Evidence classification. The intermediate outcomes were measured pre- and post- activity, with the same participants. The long-term outcome was measured and analysed against a comparator group comprising similar students who did not participate in Access Reading. Therefore, from the data, we can make associations but not causal conclusions. 
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The nature of the evaluation type means that causal inferences cannot be made from any results – there may have been other factors influencing the students. As with many evaluations of activities in the complex landscape of higher education, it can be challenging to link activities directly to causes. Furthermore, as Access Reading participants were self-selecting, we may encounter pro-Reading bias; with those signing up to take part in Access Reading also being more interested in attending the University of Reading in comparison to those who did not engage.
Out of the 377 participants, only 18 completed all three surveys (Group 3) and so any conclusions drawn must recognise that this was a small sample of the cohort. 
As with all self-reported data, there is the risk that participants report what they think the researchers want to know, rather than how they really feel. This may be further enhanced with students being offered a prize draw entry for survey 1 and survey 3, even though the terms and conditions laid out that completion, rather than selected answers, impacted the prize draw.
Similarly, survey 2 was conducted at the end of the in-person event. Therefore, participants may be influenced by their peers in the completion of this. 
Additionally, there was no longer term follow-up, so we cannot be sure that positive effects continued into students’ enrolment, although the 2026 report will aim to include Access Reading 2025 participants level of progression to Year 2 of their degree.
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Although the numbers above reflect participation in the programme, not all participants responded to the surveys.
· Survey 1, completed online, returned 86 usable responses. A further 12 responses were recorded but they contained inappropriate and unrelated responses.
· Survey 2, completed at the in-person event, had 124 respondents. Some participants missed the final session including survey completion due to one group making an error with timings.
· Survey 3, completed online, had 44 responses.

In addition to the overall survey completion, this evaluation sought to assess how the programme changed participants’ sentiments and knowledge around progression to higher education. 
This required participants to complete Survey 1, as a baseline, and at least one further survey.
The sample sizes collected which could measure change from Survey 1’s baseline were as follows:
49 participants completed both Survey 1 and Survey 2 (Group 1).
27 participants completed both Survey 1 and Survey 3 (Group 2).
18 participants completed Survey 1, Survey 2 and Survey 3 (Group 3).

These three samples form three groups of data, the results of which were analysed to assess the programme. 
There is a caveat from these results that as well as the sample size reducing across the three groups, the population of the three groups is not consistent between Group 1 and Group 2, meaning that not all the population may have participated in the whole programme. For example, several participants in Group 2 did not attend the in-person event. As a result, Group 3 was created, so that we can assess the programme’s impact as a whole entity, albeit with a smaller sample size. 
APP Evaluation: Access Reading, 2024-25
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APP Evaluation: Access Reading, 2024-25
The following results were gathered from the three groups. Note that S1 refers to survey 1, S2 to survey 2 and S3 to survey 3:
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	Group 1 Mean S1
(SD)
	Group 1 Mean S2
(SD)
	Group 1 Statistical Test
	Group 1 Effect size
	Group 2 Mean S1
(SD)
	Group 2 Mean S3
(SD)
	Group 2 Statistical Test
	Group 2 Effect size
	Group 3 Mean S1
(SD)
	Group 3 Mean S3
(SD)
	Group 3 Statistical Test
	Group3 Effect size

	Knowledge 
	3.85
(0.59)
	4.01
(0.50)
	z = -1.66
p=0.10
	r =0.24
	3.87
(0.38)
	4.17
(0.5)
	z = -2.20
p=0.28
	r = 0.30
	3.83
(0.38)
	4.03
(0.47)
	z = -1.40
p=0.19
	r = 0.13

	Belonging
	3.80
(0.47)
	4.03
(0.42)
	t(48) = -3.34
p=0.002*
	d = 0.49
	3.66
(0.44)
	3.90
(0.47)
	t(26) = -3.07
p=0.01*
	d = 0.52
	3.64
(0.40)
	3.89
(0.49)
	t(17) = -2.47
p=0.02*
	d = 0.64

	Support
	3.59
(0.84)
	4.27
(0.64)
	z = -3.05
p<0.001**
	r = 0.55
	3.48
(0.89)
	4.04
(0.59)
	z = -2.74
p=0.01*
	r = 0.37
	3.44
(0.7)
	4.00
(0.49)
	z = -2.89
p=0.004*
	r = 0.48

	Confidence
	3.20
(0.87)
	3.8
(0.68)
	z = -3.87
p<0.001**
	r = 0.55
	3.11
(0.8)
	3.22
(0.8)
	z = -0.59
p=0.56
	r = 0.08

	3
(0.59)
	3.17
(0.86)
	z = -0.66
p=0.51
	r = 0.11

	Concerns
	3.35
(0.99)
	2.88
(0.95)
	z = -2.60
p=0.10
	r = 0.37
	3.48
(1.01)
	3.19
(1.00)
	z = -1.37
p=0.17
	r = 0.19
	3.44
(1.10)
	3.22
(1.00)
	z(25) = -1.03
p=0.31
	r = 0.17


* = significant at 5% level. **  = significant at the 1% level.
Knowledge
In terms of participants’ knowledge about studying at university, participants in all three groups saw a growth in their knowledge, as all means increased. This was sustained across the programme, with Group 2 and Group 3 experiencing a greater increase in mean score in this area, when compared to Group 1.
However, we can see that the impact was not statistically significant in any of the three groups (G1 p=.01, G2 p=.28, G3 p=.13). In addition, the effect sizes are small, reducing the programme’s successes in developing participants’ knowledge about university study.

Belonging
In assessing Access Reading’s impact on participants’ sense of belonging, the responses show that participants experienced a clear and sustained improvement that was statistically significant in all three groups (G1 p=.002, G2 P=.01, G3 p=.02). In addition, the effect size in all three groups was medium. This suggests that Access Reading was successful in developing participants’ sense of belonging at university and the University of Reading.

Support
Participants’ understanding of support at university consistently grew throughout the intervention, with an increase in mean averages in all three groups. In all three groups, these results were statistically significant (G1 p=<0.001, G2 P=0.01, G3 p=0.004). 
Group 1 (0.55) and Group 3 (0.48) experienced a medium effect size, whereas Group 2 saw a smaller effect size (0.37) perhaps highlighting the role of the in-person event in emphasising support, as Group 2 contained some participants who only engaged with the online provision.

Confidence
Participants’ confidence to cope with learning in higher education grew in Group 1, showing impact at the time of the in-person event. These results were statistically significant (p=<0.001) and had a medium effect size (0.55), suggesting that the intervention until and including the in-person event had a positive impact on participants’ confidence to cope with learning.
However, this impact was not maintained across the course of the programme. While mean confidence scores increased in Groups 2 and 3, these results were not statistically significant (G2 p=0.56, G3 p=0.51) and had small effect sizes (G2 0.08, G3 0.11), which shows a distinct difference from Group 1.

Concerns
Across the programme, participants reported a reduction in concerns about progression to university, as shown in the reduction in mean scores across all three groups. 
However, in all three groups these were not statistically significant (G1 p=0.1, G2 p=0.17, G3 p=0.31) and effect sizes were largely small. There was a relatively large difference in means for Group 1, which had a notably larger effect size, perhaps showing the impact of the in-person event.
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Comparison group
We invited 5594 applicants to join the Access Reading programme: of this comparison group, 1093 enrolled at the University, resulting in only a 19.54% conversion rate from application to enrolment. Of the 356 applicants who did sign up for the programme, 194 enrolled at the University, which is a conversion rate from application to enrolment of 54.49%. 143 applicants also attended the in-person event as part of the programme, and this group demonstrated the highest conversion rate from application to enrolment at 64.34%. This is comparable with the rate of 62% application to enrolment for the 86 attendees of the 2023/4 in-person event, despite the larger number of attendees in 2024/5.

Table 2: Enrolment of applicants eligible for Access Reading
	Status
	Number of Applicants
	Percentage

	Enrolled at UoR 2025/26
	1093
	19.54%

	Deferred entry at UoR to 2026/27
	194
	3.47%

	Placed Elsewhere
	3868
	69.15%

	Declined
	439
	7.84%

	TOTAL
	5594
	100%



Table 3: Enrolment of applicants who signed up for Access Reading when invited
	Status
	Number of Applicants
	Percentage

	Enrolled at UoR 2025/26
	194
	54.49%

	Deferred entry at UoR to 2026/27
	15
	4.21%

	Placed Elsewhere
	139
	39.05%

	Declined
	8
	2.25%

	TOTAL
	356
	100%



Table 4: Enrolment of applicants who signed up for Access Reading when invited but did not attend the in-person event
	Status
	Number of Applicants
	Percentage

	Enrolled at UoR 2025/26
	103
	48.36%

	Deferred entry at UoR to 2026/27
	8
	3.76%

	Placed Elsewhere
	98
	46.00%

	Declined
	4
	1.88%

	TOTAL
	213
	100%



Table 5: Enrolment of applicants who signed up for Access Reading when invited and did attend the in-person event
	Status
	Number of Applicants
	Percentage

	Enrolled at UoR 2025/26
	92
	64.34%

	Deferred entry at UoR to 2026/27
	7
	4.89%

	Placed Elsewhere
	40
	27.97%

	Declined
	4
	2.80%

	TOTAL
	143
	100%





[bookmark: _Toc227058303]Discussion of results
Discussion of survey results
This section of the report comments on the survey results outlined in the results section, while providing context both from the running of the intervention and qualitative responses from participants.

Knowledge
Results show that participants’ knowledge did grow throughout the programme (mean scores) but that this was not statistically significant. While we see an increase in mean scores, we cannot confidently state that this was caused by the intervention. 
There is a possibility that participants were overconfident in their knowledge at the point of survey 1, as they were yet to encounter key new knowledge and thus did not know what they did not know. It is possible that this reduces the level of change reported in the survey, if they had overstated their knowledge in survey 1.
Yet when placed in the context of the programme, it could be argued that the programme lacked a focus on participants learning about how they would study at university, instead prioritising focus on a sense of community and tackling barriers to progression for participants. The in-person event did allow participants to engage with this topic through their academic session and there was positive feedback from this:
· (It was helpful) Hearing from real students on our courses
· We learnt more about lecture and teaching styles
· I found out information specific to my course and found out things about general information about the university
· Sessions helped me understand what is coming
· No change needed (9) (in response to what could be improved)
However, this was only 60 minutes of the programme, and not all participants were able to engage in a session of this nature, due to a lack of subject coverage from academics or ambassadors. This meant that a small number of participants instead had a tour in this slot, that while covering differences between school/college and university, was not a detailed overview in this area. Participants gave feedback about how this area of the event could be improved:
· More detail about first year / modules / credits / assessments (12)
· Should be run by academic staff (6)
· Longer session (8)
It could also be considered if these topics and areas could be covered in the online aspect of the programme, as subject specific material was a request from a small number of participants in survey 3 (4).
Research suggests that knowledge of university study is a barrier to progression to university and so the programme may seek to consider how it can improve participants’ knowledge in this area; either through increasing the time spent on this area at the event, or improving the online provision in this area, perhaps by providing some subject specific support online. There was some recognition of current provision in comments in survey 3 but this could be expanded on:
· I have found emails and the information attached to be informative.
· I liked having useful little bits of info
· Information felt more accessible and available

Belonging
Students sense of belonging increased across the programme. Noticeably, the largest effect size and mean score increase was in the participants who completed all three surveys (Group 3), suggesting a positive correlation between participants’ level of engagement with the programme and a greater sense of belonging. 
It should also be considered that both the change in mean scores and effect size was greater in Group 2 than Group 1, which underlines the sustained impact of the programme on sense of belonging, as participants reported a greater sense of belonging further into the programme.
A number of factors may have caused this outcome, such as the sense of community gathered at the in-person event:
· Positive comments about the friendly environment (19)
· Positive comments about meeting others (23)
· Reading feels really inclusive and accessible, I could really see myself here
· Reading seems to be a very welcoming community for all sorts of people
This positive sense of belonging created at the in-person event seems to have been sustained throughout the programme. This may have been due to the introduction of the online community, allowing participants to continue to engage with peers and ambassadors over the course of the programme. While engagement in the public spaces of the online community dropped over time, participants continued to engage with one another in private communications using the site, which may have helped sustain their sense of belonging. Some comments around this were included in survey 3:
· Allowed me to connect with people I never would have otherwise
· Chatting to students on Unibuddy was useful.
· It gave me an insight of how life will go at reading university which eases the worries and stress I might’ve had.
· It has been nice interacting with other contextual offer holders, and other people wanting to do similar courses that I want to do.
· Loved meeting others online
The sustained sense of belonging can be seen as one of the programmes’ successes.

Support
The sustained growth in participants’ knowledge of support over the course of the programme is corroborated in the comments around both the supportive nature of the programme and the understanding of the support available at university:
· I didn’t know about mentoring available through DAS
· (It was helpful) Being able to speak to support staff around the university
· (It was helpful) The networking session – accommodation and disability information
· The support that has been made available makes me think that I will be welcomed, regardless of my disability
· The support for our subject was great
· Lots of support granted to those who require reasonable adjustments, there is a lot of LGBTQ+ stuff to get involved in, I like their societies
It is noticeable that Group 2, which contained some participants who did not attend the in-person event, experienced smaller effect size. It could be theorised that the in-person event played a key role in developing participants’ knowledge of the support available, which is supported by the comments in Survey 2. 
This is reinforced by the context of the event, which gave a significant portion of time to participants being able to network with various support services. The growth in participants knowledge of support from those that attended the in-person event suggests that this element of the event should be retained for future cohorts, as well as seeking to improve the information on support services via online provision. 
The sustained growth in participants’ knowledge about support services can be seen as one of the programme’s successes.

Confidence
Participants’ confidence to cope with learning in higher education improved following the in-person event. This would seem to link to the subject-specific support that was available to most participants throughout the day. This was recognised in participants comments from survey 2:
· You have covered everything well. I've gained so much information and confidence
· Getting a better sense of what to expect to feel more confident
· The subject sessions were really helpful with the tour of the department - it showed me the sorts of facilities my course offered
· I feel more confident than I did
· I got to experience what the class may be like
· Talking to other Biomed students (both future and current) helped me see what the schedule/life would be like for a student at Reading
· Session helped to answer questions more specific to the subject e.g. workload and tips.
However, the survey results suggest that these impacts were short-term, with confidence outcomes for Group 1 being notably more successful than Groups 2 and 3.
This could be in part to the timing of survey 3, which came after participants’ final exams but before they received their results. This may have meant that participants were surveyed whilst worrying about their academic efficacy. It may also have been that they had not been actively thinking about university level study for the period over their exams and so their confidence in this area had reduced.
In addition, this could also be related to the lack of subject-specific content in the online delivery, as advice provided was more general about higher education. Some comments in the final survey mirrored these ideas:
· (More about the) workload and how the style of learning differs from sixth form
· A wider variety of resources on the virtual hub
· (Provide) University reading lists and study skills
While the structure of the in-person event seems to have supported participants confidence in coping with learning in higher education, this was not maintained throughout the programme. In future, the programme should consider ways to support participants to feel confident in coping with learning in higher education after their final exams, perhaps by providing some subject specific content, reading lists or preparatory support.

Concerns
While participants did report a reduction in their feelings of concern about progression to university, these results were not statistically significant. 
Similarly to confidence, a bigger effect was recorded from Group 1, perhaps again suggesting the positive impact of the in-person event. Participants’ initial reduction of concerns was not sustained to the same level across the rest of the programme.
Some participants corroborated this idea, with survey 2 returning some comments that participants found the event provided information to around areas of concerns:
· The timeline of events to enrolment (was helpful)
· Talking to the accommodation and disability teams as I didn't realise that accommodation can't be guaranteed to those who put Reading as their insurance choice
· The networking session was super helpful and quite insightful as other people voiced questions I hadn't considered
· (It was helpful) mapping out key dates for the application process and enrolment.

In all three surveys throughout the programme, students were given the opportunity to voice any concerns they currently held about progression to university. These have been mapped below.

	Theme
	Survey 1 Count
	Survey 1 %
	Survey 2 Count
	Survey 2 %
	Survey 3 Count
	Survey 3 %

	Academic Pressure
	4
	4.7%
	9
	7.0%
	3
	6.7%

	Accommodation
	6
	7.0%
	14
	10.9%
	4
	8.9%

	Disability / Health
	1
	1.2%
	2
	1.6%
	2
	4.4%

	Finance
	10
	11.6%
	15
	11.6%
	8
	17.8%

	Social Concerns
	5
	5.8%
	4
	3.1%
	4
	8.9%

	Transition / Anxiety
	5
	5.8%
	5
	3.9%
	0
	0.0%



This feedback from participants could allow future iterations of the programme to more accurately support students in their transition to university over time. This year’s programme did not always match effectively to these concerns. For example, focus on student finance significantly reduced after the student finance deadline passed in May. However, this data suggests participants were still concerned about the financial implications of university months after this and so the programme should consider how to continue provision of information in this area in the later stages of the programme.

Similarly, we can gain some insight into what participants held concerns about at points in the programme, based on how they responded to questions about topics they would like covered in the remaining time of the programme.

	Theme
	Survey 1 Count
	Survey 1 %
	Survey 2 Count
	Survey 2 %
	Survey 3 Count
	Survey 3 %

	Academic Skills
	1
	1.2%
	10
	7.8%
	1
	2.2%

	Accommodation
	3
	3.5%
	12
	9.3%
	3
	6.7%

	Campus Life / Clubs
	1
	1.2%
	8
	6.2%
	1
	2.2%

	Finance
	6
	7.0%
	6
	4.7%
	4
	8.9%

	Social Life / Making Friends
	1
	1.2%
	5
	3.9%
	1
	2.2%

	Support Services
	4
	4.7%
	10
	7.8%
	3
	6.7%

	Transition / General Prep
	2
	2.3%
	12
	9.3%
	4
	8.9%



While Access Reading 2045-25 did not have a significant impact on reducing participants’ concerns about progressing to university, using the data provided by this year’s participants to inform future planning could help to reduce the concerns of participants in future iterations.

Participants in the Access Reading continued the journey from application to enrolment in greater proportions than eligible students who did not participate. For all applicants who were eligible for the programme, 19.54% continued to enrol at the University of Reading, compared with 54.49% for applicants who engaged with the programme and 64.34% for applicants who attended the in-person event. This represented a small increase in conversion rate for in-person participants from 62% in 2023/24 and indicates that participation in the Access Reading programme may play a role in supporting the final decisions of applicants.
[bookmark: _Toc227058304]Conclusions & recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc227058305]Conclusions
Access Reading appears to have had a significant, sustained, positive impact on participants’ sense of belonging and knowledge of the support available at university. The programme also appears to have had a significant, positive impact on participants confidence to cope with learning in higher education, although this was not sustained throughout the programme.
Access Reading did not have a significant impact on students' knowledge about studying at university or a reduction in concerns about university. Impacts were positive but not significant.
Based in enrolment and available progression to Higher Education data, Access Reading participants enrol at the University of Reading in greater proportions than eligible applicants who do not participate, with a 64.34% conversion rate for those attending the in-person event compared to a 19.54% conversion rate for all applicants who were eligible for the programme. Data also suggests that attendees at the in-person event are more likely to progress to Higher Education overall, with 88.69% of eligible applicants for the programme enrolling at the University of Reading or placing elsewhere while this figure increases to 92.31% for applicants who attended the in-person event.
[bookmark: _Toc227058306]Recommendations
The programme is running successfully and having significant impact in two areas that impact progression to university. This, plus positive participant feedback, suggests the programme should be seen as successful.
As a result, the programme should seek to expand the number of participants. 
· There is no cap on accessing the online provision and so a realistic target would be to increase the programme to 500 sign-ups (+123).
· The in-person event can change venue to facilitate larger attendance and so aiming for 200+ participants at the in-person event would be strong target.

The programme should also seek to improve the provision of knowledge around the study of participants’ courses. This could be done by creating non-negotiable inclusions for academic sessions, as well as providing online subject support beyond the in-person event. This would also seek to sustain students’ confidence to cope with learning in higher education, reducing the drop-off between survey 2 and survey 3.

The programme should look to develop the online provision to:
a) support students with the concerns that we have gained data on in the 2024-25 iteration beyond the in-person event
b) increase engagement with the online aspects of the programme

In turn, this should also increase the number of students responding to survey 3, thus furthering the evaluation of the programme. The other evaluative method that could be adopted as part of the 2025-26 iteration, is using focus groups with successfully enrolled students from the programme.

Finally, further analysis should be done in the summer of 2026 to evaluate whether the successfully enrolled participants then successfully completed year 1 at the University of Reading. This will give an indication as to how the programme can work with teams within student success, to bridge the gap in supporting students beyond enrolment to flourishing at university.
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This report has been reviewed by members of the Access and Participation Evaluation Subcommittee (APES), with particular support from Lydia Fletcher on data analysis in an earlier version.
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	Section
	Content

	Situation
	Within the University of Reading, students from IMD Q1 are significantly under-represented both against their peers in other quintiles and in comparison, to the HE sectors. They apply in disproportionately lower numbers that students in other quintiles, are more likely to apply to Reading without the required pre-attainment (e.g., subject profile or GCSE requirement) and are less likely to choose or enroll at the University of Reading when in receipt of an offer. As such, these are a target group across both our access-related interventions. Access Reading is designed to increase knowledge of higher education and support skills required to succeed once in HE.

	Aims
	The overarching aim of Access Reading is to facilitate a smooth transition to university for targeted University of Reading applicants and therefore increase enrolments from these applicants.

	Inputs
	Staff time on outreach
Student ambassador time and resource
Budget for travel and delivery
Academic/wider university staff input

	Activities / Process
	Exposure to HE campus environment
Opportunity to learn about HE/process
Opportunity to develop skills and confidence
Campus visit to give students exposure and sense of belonging in a HE environment
Student ambassador engagement to give exposure to current students, increasing sense of belonging
Support for applicants to increase confidence and knowledge to navigate the application process
Study skills sessions to increase academic confidence
OOC
Unibuddy Community to help foster a sense of belonging and reduce unease about going to University

	Outputs
	Increased knowledge of what to expect when they get to university, social and academic
Increased sense of belonging (pre -HE)
Reduced concerns around accessing HE (e.g. financially, academically, role models)
Increased confidence around university life and support systems

	Outcomes
	Enrolment in HE
Ideally enrolment specifically to UoR
Resulting in University of Reading having a more diverse and representative student population

	Impact
	Enrolment in HE
Ideally enrolment specifically to UoR
Resulting in University of Reading having a more diverse and representative student population

	Rationale & Assumptions
	We assume that students will engage with all aspects of the programme, particularly the online aspects. We assume that students will participate in the in-person event as a key component of the programme, or if not, attend the open day as an alternative. We assume that confidence and knowledge are the key barriers to enrolment for the target groups, rather than another challenge such as grades.
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