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[bookmark: _Toc227067449]Executive Summary
In the academic year 2024/5, a small-scale coaching pilot was implemented in the Henley Business School, with the aim of improving continuation rates for students on Foundation programmes who had failed at the first attempt. The scheme was modelled on corporate coaching frameworks, with professional coaches offering goal-oriented one-to-one support meetings to impact students’ “academic self-efficacy” and “sense of belonging”.
Key findings
· 13 students participated, representing a diverse mix of backgrounds, including commuting students, those from IMD Q1&2[footnoteRef:2] postcodes, and students of different ethnicities (with five Asian students and two from other ethnic groups). [2:  The Indices of Multiple Deprivation are used in the United Kingdom to measure the relative deprivation of postcodes, ranking them from 1 to 5. Quintiles 1 & 2 encompass the two most deprived areas of the United Kingdom and Quintiles 3, 4 & 5 refer to the three least deprived areas.] 

· The student survey highlighted a lack of belonging to the university as an area for further attention, alongside a desire for support with study skills.
· Levels of engagement and participation varied across the group, with clear themes emerging around challenges with digital literacy, availability, and self-confidence in academic work.
· The coaches noted some encouraging outcomes, including signs of increased belonging and signposted engagement with university services. 
· The coaches also suggested ways to strengthen the effectiveness of future coaching-related schemes, such as by starting earlier, focusing on transitions and supporting students’ sense of agency over a longer period.
· Students who initially registered but did not then participate in coaching achieved a slightly higher average grade (52.3 compared to 49.4) and showed a greater improvement in attendance (16% compared to 13.4%). Coaching therefore did not guarantee higher grades or greater attendance gains. It is possible that students who engaged with coaching were at higher risk of lower grades from the outset. The reasons why some students did not participate in coaching are unknown.
· Students who engaged with coaching were more likely to require multiple attempts or progression via transfer, with only four progressing at the first attempt. In contrast, all students who did not engage with coaching progressed, mostly at the first attempt. 
· Six students in total (four coached and two non-coached) would not have progressed under the previous progression rules. This suggests that the recent changes to progression requirements were likely the most significant factor influencing overall pass rates.
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[bookmark: _Toc227067451]Rationale & context
[bookmark: _Toc21085139][bookmark: _Toc411949764]At the University of Reading, the largest part-to-part retention gap is from part 0-1 and between Black and white students (19% in 2021/2). The University of Reading is committed to curriculum reform and systemic solutions to outcome gaps (Access and Participation Plan, 2024) but proactive, targeted approaches are also needed to meet the needs of specific cohorts (Stevenson et al, 2019). Providing support to students requiring reassessment to progress from part 0 to part 1 is theoretically a practical way of targeting our resources to students most at-risk of non-continuation.   
There is substantial evidence supporting the idea that academic coaches can help raise attainment (Andreanoff, 2016). For this reason, academic coaching is an increasingly popular intervention in UK higher education as an approach to reducing outcome gaps (University of Kent, 2020). 
Research evidences a positive link between academic attainment and goal setting (Richardson et al., 2012). This effect has been demonstrated for students with low attainment (Morisano et al., 2010; Schippers et al., 2015) and for Black heritage students (Hillman et al., 2024). An academic coaching service was considered a useful opportunity to proactively provide personalised support students to set goals and seek support from services like Study Advice, Life Tools, Welfare team and support centres in an empowering, strengths-based environment.

[bookmark: _Toc227067452]Intervention
We planned to offer one to one coaching for up to 13 students on our foundation level business courses between May and July 2025. Our 8 trained coaches would work in collaboration with the students to set goals, discuss barriers to learning and possible strategies to overcome these, and refer them to other university services.  
1. Identification: 
With limited spaces available for one-to-one coaching, eligible students were identified using pre-determined criteria:
Module marks – Students who have failed multiple modules but were close to the pass threshold.
Indicators of engagement – Students with average or higher attendance rates and/or who had shown signs of having responded positively to feedback. 
Equity lens – Priority access would be given to students from groups most historically impacted by inequalities in education, on the basis of awarding gap sizes, thus particularly Black heritage students. 
2. Communication: All students who had failed at least one assignment received an e-mail message (co-authored by current students) inviting them to register for coaching (see Appendix 1 for the transcript) which yielded three registrations. Then, a targeted email was sent to students who met the above identification criteria, from a known academic colleague, which yielded nine registrations (see Appendix 2). The final registration was received by referral from academic colleagues. The registration form itself asked students what support or guidance they wanted from their department, which offered some further insight. 
3. Academic Coaching: Students were paired with an academic coach with the aim of meeting on four occasions, online or offline, depending on preference. These meetings would ensure students were on track to meet their academic goals and directed to appropriate resources. Students would also benefit from the motivational support that coaching practice can provide, enhancing a sense of belonging and academic self-beliefs. 

[bookmark: _Toc227067453]Link to Access & Participation Plan (APP) 
	 
	Objective 
	Target(s) 

	IS3 
	Ensure that underrepresented students remain on course and complete their studies with equivalent success rates to the wider student population by 2030. 
 
	Achieve parity in rates of continuation between Black and white undergraduate cohorts by 2030, from a baseline gap of 8.4pp. 
Achieve parity in rates of continuation between young and mature cohorts by 2030, from a baseline gap of 7.9pp. 



[bookmark: _Toc227067454]Previous evaluation
None; this is a new (pilot) activity.
[bookmark: _Toc227067455]Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc227067456]Research questions, data collection and outcomes

	Research question
	Instrument
	Intended outcomes

	How does participation in success coaching influence the pass rates of students requiring reassessment?
	In-year outcomes tracking
	Higher pass rates at resubmission compared to those who did not participate in coaching/average re-assessment pass rates

	To what extent does academic coaching impact students' academic self-efficacy (ASES) and sense of belonging (TASO) to the university?
	Pre- and post-activity attitudinal and behavioural surveys
	Increased sense of belonging to the academic environment; increased academic self-efficacy ​

	What institutional insights can be gained to inform systemic reform in teaching, assessment, or support practices?
	Delivery team reflective post-activity focus group
	Evidence of structural factors perceived to be affecting student success.
Understanding of the appropriateness of this style of coaching to the Foundation cohort.


[bookmark: _Toc227067457]Participants
On evaluation of the data, we decided to focus the intervention on students within the Business Schools following one of four foundation programmes they offered. Our data evidenced that these students were a priority as had a lower progression rate than other programmes. Students from these programmes were then selected as eligible based on them failing at least one module and therefore at risk of not progressing on to their chosen degree programme. 
These criteria left us with a pool of 108 (of 153) students, all of which were emailed and offered the opportunity to have a coach for the second half of Semester 2. After the initial email 4 students responded. We then sent out a follow up email (see appendix), this time coming from the Programme Director, to 35 of these students based on the following criteria:
1. Had failed at least one module in semester one.
2. Had an attendance of at least 65% (engagement is not a major issue)
3. Were within 10% of passing a module

This email yielded the 13 students that we had pre-determined we had capacity to coach, based on the number of coaches our pool of coaches were able to offer coaching to. They were representative of all four programmes. They were then randomly allocated to one of 8 coaches. 7 students progressed with coaching beyond the initial meeting.
Student participant demographics
· Male: 8
· Female: 5
· Commuter: 2
· Non-commuter: 11
· IMDQ1&2: 2
· IMDQ3,4,5: 11
· Asian: 5
· Black: 2
· Mixed ethnicity: 2
· White: 2
· Information refused: 2
The relatively small number of commuting students and students from deprived neighbourhoods may reflect the notion that students with barriers to participation are less likely to ‘ask for help’ and engage in self-selective, extra-curricular schemes (Donnelly et al, 2019; Campbell, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc227067458]Ethics and Data Security
All participants were over 18 and were therefore able to give consent to take part in the research. Participants were informed of how their data would be used, including for anonymous reporting for scheme funders (APP).
[bookmark: _Toc227067459]Data analysis
· Assessment / attainment rate analysis.
· Pre-and post-activity participant surveys.
· Delivery team post-activity survey and focus group.
[bookmark: _Toc227067460]Limitations
Several limitations should be acknowledged by this evaluation.
· Reach: We targeted students considered most likely to benefit based on pre-determined criteria (see Introduction). This resulted in a relatively small sample size of self-selected registrants (13). The small sample size is not generalisable to the wider population of students. 
· Variation in implementation: While a general approach to coaching was broadly agreed, each practitioner varies in their style and approach and the number and type of coaching varied between participants due to availability, preferences and other factors.
APP Evaluation - Foundation coaching 24/25
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· Short term outcomes: This evaluation captures the impact on students immediately following the intervention (survey) and in the near-term (assessment results). It does not reflect any benefits realised over time.
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Analysis of assessment results
Of the 13 students who registered for a coach:
	Student
	Coaching involvement
	Change in attendance rate
	Final end-of-year outcome 
	Overall grade

	1
	Attended one or more coaching meetings
	+22%
	Did not progress at second attempt
	38

	2
	Attended one or more coaching meetings
	+11%
	Progressed at first attempt*[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Outcomes with an asterisk indicate that the student would not have progressed at the first attempt under the previous years’ progression rules. The revisions to progression requirements therefore had a material impact on the rates of passing, among this cohort.] 

	58

	3
	Attended one or more coaching meetings
	+5%
	Progressed at first attempt*
	53

	4
	Attended one or more coaching meetings
	+26%
	Progressed via transfer
	40

	5
	Attended one or more coaching meetings
	+19%
	Progressed at second attempt
	50

	6
	Attended one or more coaching meetings
	-9%
	Progressed at first attempt*
	55

	7
	Attended one or more coaching meetings
	+20%
	Progressed at first attempt*
	52

	8
	Did not participate
	-3%
	Progressed at first attempt
	55

	9
	Did not participate
	+22%
	Progressed at first attempt
	53

	10
	Did not participate
	+15%
	Progressed at first attempt
	58

	11
	Did not participate
	+16%
	Progressed at second attempt
	54

	12
	Did not participate
	+31%
	Progressed at first attempt*
	40

	13
	Did not participate
	+15%
	Progressed at first attempt*
	54



· Of the 13 students who registered, 7 engaged with their academic coach.
· Students who initially registered but then did not engage with their coach did in fact receive a higher average grade (52.3 vs 49.4). Differences in attendance following the coaching intervention were also higher for the non-coached group (16% change vs 13.4%).
· Coaching therefore did not guarantee higher grades or greater attendance gains by the end of semester two, following 1-4 coaching meetings across a four month period. However, we note the small sample size and the possibility that students who participated in coaching may have been at higher risk of lower grades from the outset. We do not know the reason that the non-coaching group did not participate.
· The coached group were more likely to need multiple attempts or progression via transfer (only 4 progressed at first attempt following reassessment of first semester assessments and completion of second semester assessments). All non-coached students progressed, mostly at the first attempt.
· In the year of the pilot, the thresholds that students were required to meet in order to progress were reduced. Of the 13 participants, 6 would not have progressed at the first attempt under the previous years’ progression thresholds (4 coached, 2 non-coached). It is likely that the biggest driver of pass rates was amendments to progression requirements. 
Analysis of the coaches’ survey and focus group
The following analysis is based on information provided by 8 coaches provided via online focus group and survey. 

Student engagement and accessibility barriers
· Responsiveness and engagement with coaching meetings varied. Some students did not engage beyond the initial meeting despite repeated follow up requests, while others attended multiple meetings.
· Some students struggled with using Microsoft Teams, lacked access to campus due to financial constraints or could not access quiet spaces to engage from. Another student had only one hour per day to study due to personal responsibilities.

“Their favourite time to work was in the middle of the night because it was the only time the environment was quiet enough.”

Academic preparedness, skills and self-belief gaps
· Some students had not been adequately equipped with foundational skills, such as how to use digital tools, access course information and materials or utilise revision techniques. This points to potential gaps in the curriculum and support provided. Successful outcomes of the coaching (in the perception of the coaches) therefore surrounded the positive value of supporting students to develop revision strategies and basic learning techniques.
· Additionally, low self-esteem, self-doubt and confidence levels were apparent in some of the coaching meetings. One student explicitly described that they “always fail” and “never produce good work”.

“[The coachee] did not know how to access RISIS. They did not seem to know they had failed.” 

Misaligned expectations, suitability of coaching
· There was a potential mismatch in expectations with students expecting directive advice and a traditional teacher-student power dynamic. This led to the coaches adapting their approach to become advisory. 

“I would never coach normally in the way I did here which was necessarily more directive and ‘handholding’ than coaching, as I know it.”

Value and impact
· Despite the challenges observed, staff did feel that even brief coaching helped students to “feel heard”, cared about and valued. It offered emotional support and helped to encourage and motivate them.
· They enabled students to receive basic advice and support, and in some cases create a space for students to reflect on their strengths and “take ownership” of their student experience. In some cases, there were clear practical outcomes, such as students being signposted and making use of support services such as Study Advice, learning how to access course information, and so on.

“They seemed to appreciate being noticed and was surprised something had been put in place for them. I feel optimistic about the shift towards a sense of agency, just by thinking through what the challenges were and the strengths they bring.” 

Analysis of student surveys
All 13 students filled in the application form. Students were seeking support with study skills (n5), goal setting and direction (n4), and statistics (n2). They requested more 1-2-1 appointments from their department (n3), and revision and time management support (n2). 
6 students filled in the pre-survey and answers in the free text indicated that they wanted more clarity in assessment grading, and statistics support. Answers on sense of belonging and self-efficacy were allocated a number from 1= strongly disagree to 5= strongly agree. The mean ratings of all the questions fell between 3.7 to 4, except for: ‘I see myself as part of the University community’, which was lower, at 3.3.  
3 filled out the post survey but only 1 of these took up coaching and filled in a pre-survey. This evidenced an increase in 2 points on the question ‘if other people can do, then I can too’, 1 point on ‘I can solve difficult problems’, and a decrease in 1 point on ‘I made the right decision in coming to this university’.
[bookmark: _Toc227067462]Conclusions & recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc227067463]Conclusions
Despite the small sample size and varied engagement levels, this intervention has provided valuable insights into the potential of personalised support to impact non-progression on Foundation courses. The coaching model used was adapted from corporate frameworks and intended to provide students a chance to reflect, set learning goals and respond to academic setbacks in a supportive environment. 
There was an insufficient number of student survey responses to complete the planned t-test analysis of mean scores. However, the surveys indicated a lower mean average of being “part of the university community” (mean = 3.3/5) than related questions, and a particular desire for support with study skills (n = 5).
Following the intervention, the coaches reported that the interactions appeared to help connect students with key information, resources and services, albeit mostly in a directive manner. In some cases, enabling students to apparently feel recognised and valued. The coaches also reported, however, that the format, timing and delivery of the coaching could be adapted to be timelier and more accessible to students.
It is difficult to draw conclusions about the extent to which coaching influenced outcomes in this study; however, we note that all 13 students who registered progressed successfully.
[bookmark: _Toc227067464]Recommendations
The following recommendations were offered by the coaches during the focus group:
1. Start earlier: Supporting students, especially after academic setbacks, would be more effective if a relationship had already been built.
2. Provide shorter, more accessible formats: Short drop-ins and group sessions may be more desirable to students than formal one-to-one coaching which was speculated to have been “intimidating” for some students.
3. Align to transitions: Engage students at key milestones such as on entry, before assignments and on receipt of results.
4. Directive support: Offer guided support to develop the reflection and agency required for traditional coaching models. This may mean providing more directive support, initially. 
5. Study skills advice: Study skills advice (e.g., revision, time-management) needs to be offered at the point of the meeting – any opportunities to build a ‘sense of belonging’ (to the university and course) should also be considered.
6. Enhancing evaluation: In future, qualitative and ‘small n’ methods should be considered, to understand and appreciate students’ reflections and the reasons behind their choices (e.g. why some students did not continue with coaching after one meeting, for example). 
Coaching is expected to continue, and these insights well be fed forward into future iterations of the intervention.
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Invitation email
Dear x 
I have seen that you have recently been given your marks for the Semester 1 modules. While you may be disappointed, I wanted to reassure you that we believe in your potential to succeed on your degree course. I also wanted to remind you of the resources available to support you along the way. 
We have some excellent Success Coaches and I want to offer you the opportunity to work with one this Semester. Your Success Coach will work with you to identify your strengths, enable you to set academic goals (e.g. creating a study plan) and explore how you can work towards achieving these. You will meet them for around 3 individual sessions between now and the end of this academic year. Evidence suggests coaching is an empowering way to help students reach their full potential, and I encourage you to take advantage of this exciting and exclusive opportunity. 
Just click [here] now to apply. 
In addition, we will be offering a day of supportive workshops covering the course content, revision techniques and dealing with setbacks. Please keep [X] free to attend these. More details will follow. 
In the meantime, there are a number of things I recommend you consider doing: 
1. Get in touch with staff that are here to help you: your academic tutor (for advice on your academic development), your module convenor (for clarity on anything relating to the module or its assessment) and our support services, including Study Advice, Welfare, your support centre and disability (if applicable) 
2. Review material from the module and highlight areas and topics that you did not understand or were unsure of, in order to begin to make a revision plan.  Remember more help on revision plans and techniques can be found here 
3. Attend the extra IF0SDS/IF0QM sessions and IF0IBM drop-ins (if applicable). It’s not too late to start attending these. Also check out our Maths Support guide and sign up for a free Integral account to improve your maths confidence. 
We are here to help you so please do email if you believe you need any further support. 
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Follow up email
Dear x
I can see from your grades that you are very close to passing the programme. I believe that a Success Coach will improve your chances of progressing to your chosen course next year. 
Your Success Coach will work with you to identify your strengths, enable you to set academic goals (e.g. creating a study plan) and explore how you can work towards achieving these.
I really think this will be of great benefit to you and your studies and encourage you to take this opportunity.
Places are limited so click here now to apply.
[bookmark: _Toc227067468]Appendix 3 – Theory of Change
This was based on initial thinking, after which the delivery changed due to the evolving nature of the programme.

	Section
	Content

	Risk to equality of opportunity
	Widening participation students are disproportionately represented among those who fail assessments at our institution. This contributes to a persistent retention gap that is most prominent from part 0 to 1.

	Objectives & Targets
	To close continuation gaps by equipping Part 0 students who fail assessments with the tools, confidence, and support needed to succeed in reassessments.

	Inputs
	- Dedicated academic coaches with training in inclusive support.
- Data systems to identify and invite eligible students.
- Partnerships with staff and student support services.
- Collaboration with academic departments.
- Involvement of students to co-design the delivery.

	Activities / Process
	Use assessment data to identify students who fail assignments.
Invite all failing students to apply and attend open access elements (e.g. workshops) but give “encouraged self-selection” promoted to WP students.
Deliver initial referral meeting to set academic goals.
Deliver one-on-one academic coaching that i) enables students to find pathways to their academic goals ii) signposts students to relevant guidance or services iii) incorporates culturally responsive strategies iv) creates a safe and affirming space where students feel valued and understood.
Track student progress and reassessment outcomes.
Gather feedback and intel about the systemic barriers affecting student success.

	Outputs
	Students have the opportunity to attend coaching
Students can receive tailored support
Students can develop a working relationship with coaching staff

	Outcomes
	Improved pass rates among students in reassessments.
Increased confidence and academic self-efficacy among participants.
Sense of belonging.
Confidence/willingness to seek support.

	Impact
	Reach:
Number of students invited, attending, and completing coaching sessions.
Hours of coaching delivered, with evidence of tailored support.
Long-term closure of continuation gaps based on systemic enhancements driven by insights gathered from coaches

	Rationale & Assumptions
	1. Students will engage with the programme when invited
2. Academic coaching is an effective method for overcoming individual barriers to success
3. Systemic changes will complement the initiative.
4. The support offered is not deficit based.
5. Academic staff will support and engage with the scheme.
6. Academic coaches will be able to deliver culturally competent support.
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