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This report provides a summary
of findings from Youth Voice,
as part of wider qualitative
evaluation for the Wessex
Inspiration Network (WIN)1.

Aims of Youth Voice

• The aim of Youth Voice was to use creative methods to explore young people’s
experiences and attitudes towards Higher Education (HE).
• As Young Researchers, 15 x WIN students carried out research projects to find
out what their peers really thought about Higher Education.
• Through surveys and interviews, young people explored hopes, fears and
suggestions for the future around young people’s progression to HE.
• Youth Voice aims to deliver unique qualitative evaluation for WIN that puts
young people’s views and creativity at the centre. Youth Voice will be replicated
in other schools in other NCOP wards2.

The Wessex Inspiration Network (WIN)

The National Collaborative Outreach Programme (NCOP) aims to support
progression of young people in specific local areas (wards) where HE
participation is lower than expected given GCSE attainment levels.
The WIN NCOP was launched to inspire and support young people making
decisions about their future. Since January 2017, selected young people across
secondary schools and colleges in Bath, North Somerset and Wiltshire have
engaged in a variety of WIN activities, such as university campus visits, skills
sessions, workshops and trips.
A baseline survey completed by students nationally in 2017, highlighted a
range of reasons why young people may not progress to HE3. This survey
found that young people’s family had the greatest influence on decisions about
their future, while the biggest reasons why young people might not go on to
study in the future were anxiety about grades and wanting to work and earn
money. There is the need for further qualitative understandings of the complex
experiences and challenges that young people face living in selected NCOP
wards. In response, Youth Voice was created to work with WIN students and
explore their experiences and attitudes towards HE.

Inspiring Young Researchers

A selected group of 15 x WIN students worked as Young Researchers as part
of Youth Voice. Involving young people as Young Researchers was an engaging
method to investigate young people’s views about HE, whilst also improving
their research skills. Previous research has emphasised this as an empowering
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approach, as young people can identify relevant issues, topics and discuss
these more openly with their peers than through conventional methods4. As
Young Researchers, young people learn a range of skills (e.g. team-working,
creativity, communication, research skills) and also provide key insights and
feedback to help researchers, services, professionals and policy-makers
develop meaningful strategies5.

Figure 1: Youth Voice timeline
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Youth Voice: methods and timeline

• 15 x WIN students (6 girls, 9 boys), who all live in low participation wards,
were selected to take part in Youth Voice. These young people were in
year 10 (aged 14-15) and attended a secondary school in a historic town
in the heart of Wiltshire countryside. Four two-hour workshops took place
over a period of 2 weeks, at the young people’s school. Workshops were
facilitated by Annaleise Depper (PhD Researcher) and Rosie Fellows (WIN
Project Officer).
• Community mapping. In the first workshop, young people each created a
map to illustrate the people and places they interact with during a typical week,
what is important to them, what pressures they might face, and where thinking
about their futures fits into their maps. This creative task provided insights into
the challenges young people faced in their everyday lives.
• Research projects. Young people worked in groups of 3-6 to plan, deliver
and analyse their own surveys or interviews. Students learned qualitative
research skills, with the aim of exploring their peers’ attitudes towards HE.
Groups either used printed survey and interview questions, or made an online
survey using Kahoot6. The groups carried out the surveys/ interviews during
school time, asking other students in the school to answer their questions.
Each project had a variety of sample sizes (ranging from 10-35 responses,
from students aged 11-15 years old). After young people had completed their
research, they worked together to make a poster of their key findings (e.g.
see figure 2). All names have been replaced by pseudonyms to protect the
identities of the young people taking part.
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Figure 2: Example of group poster
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Figure 4: Group’s research findings detailing
why young people would like/not like to go
to progress to HE

Young people’s insights
Aspirations and thinking about futures

Get a good job

• Many of the young people who took part in Youth Voice had clear ideas
about their ‘future selves’.
• Out of the 15 x WIN students who took part, 14 x young people said
they were hoping to go into HE after school.
• Some of these young people shared their aspirations for their futures, in areas
such as; performing arts, cooking and culinary skills, musical theatre, sports
performance and theoretical physics.
For example, Amelia, had a clear idea about her future and what training would
be required to get there. She enjoyed dancing, theatre and singing and wanted
to pursue a career in performing arts. The community map illustrated her
aspirations to go to college, university, then to perform at “little theatres”
and on “Broadway” as the ultimate goal;

Too expensive

Figure 3: Amelia’s community map

Get a degree

Learn new skills

Not smart enough

Variety of courses

Need friends
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• Young people illustrated a number of reasons for progressing to HE,
and the majority of the group agreed this was to “fulfil their career and
get the best out of life”.
• One of the project groups conducted interview questions and asked 35 x
young people (aged 13-16) at their school “Why do you want to go into Higher
Education? Or why not”. They found that the main reason to engage in further
education and training after school would be to “get a good job” (figure 4).
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Fears about the costs of Higher Education

• Many of the young people in Youth Voice felt anxious about university fees
when thinking about their futures. While young people recognised the benefits
of HE, some expressed fears that even if they pursued university, “they may
not get the job” and would need a back up plan.

Youth Voice

Figure 5: Group’s findings illustrating
fears of the costs of HE

One group asked 10 x young people (aged 14-15) to complete their Kahoot
survey, and found that many young people were worried about the finances
of HE:

Grace: Our group found out that many people are
considering higher education but are worried about
financial problems.
Dylan: 95% of people are worried about money issues.
Grace: This is important to know so Universities
can adapt student fees and lower admittance fees.
32% didn’t even think about higher education.
Family relations: young people’s decision making
about their futures

• The process of Youth Voice revealed that schools, parents and peers all
influenced WIN students’ decisions about their futures. Families were
particularly influential when it came to thinking about HE.
• Family circumstances and difficulties at home also made thinking about their
futures more difficult. For example, Grace was aware that young people’s
home situations meant that you had to “act older than you actually are”.
• These family contexts are important when thinking about young people’s future
selves, and the pressures young people face in keeping up with the demands
of school in the context of family difficulties.

Figure 6: Grace’s community map

“This one’s based on my household but you sometimes
have to act older than you actually are and you have to
act more intelligent than you actually are when you’re
pulled out of lessons and trying to do stuff, like your exam
stuff. And I also get told off for expressing my opinions
quite a lot.” – Grace
The process of making a community map and explaining some of these multiple
responsibilities provided insights into the complexities of family relations in
Grace’s everyday life.
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Pressures at school

Pressures to get my work
done when I’m not in lessons…
you have to catch up and it
takes time. And it all gets on
top of you and you still get in
trouble anyway.”
- Sophie

Multiple pressures in young people’s lives

The community mapping task provided significant insights into the pressures
young people face and where these pressures may come from, for example;
•
•
•
•

To do well at school and achieve good GCSE grades
To do well in sports clubs or to stay healthy
To fit in/ social media
Fear of the unknown in their futures

I feel like teachers pressure you
a lot, because they’re constantly
going on about GCSEs, like
yeah I get that they want you to
do well, but it makes you panic
a little bit, yeah I get that they
want the best for you cause
they want us to have a career,
but when they keep mentioning
it, it makes you worry.”
- Emma
I ignore them [pressures]
otherwise I will get stressed
and then depressed”
- Mia

Internalising pressures
I would say myself, I don’t think
anyone puts pressure on me to
do anything apart from myself.”
- Michael

If you know what you wanna do
and you know what grades you
need to get, then it’s pressure
on you to get those grades.”
- Jacob

Fearing judgement
about future decisions

I think pressures for the future,
like university, loads of people
around you judge you on your
life choices and what career you
chose, so loads of people in the
world could criticise you for not
doing the right kind of thing”
- Grace

5

Figure 7: Mohammed’s community map
For example, Mohammed’s community map illustrated the places and people
he interacted with during his typical week. On this map, he also highlighted
the pressures he faced and where these came from (e.g. pressures from family
members to do well in school, or pressures to do well at basketball club).
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Youth Voice: Summary

• Youth Voice produced important insights into WIN students’ hopes and
aspirations for their futures, whilst also highlighting the multiple pressures
that these young people face. Future WIN activities must continue to
recognise these multiple pressures and should be tailored to young people’s
complex needs and diverse backgrounds.
• Engaging WIN students as Young Researchers was beneficial in
developing young people’s teamwork, communication and research skills,
whilst providing insights into other young people’s attitudes and perceptions
of HE.
• Although this particular group of WIN students had all experienced a range
of WIN activities and received careers advice, they found that other young
people in their school would like more advice and support when
thinking about decisions for their futures. Parents, peers and school
advisers were important in helping them make decisions about their futures.
• Youth Voice highlighted the value of engaging with students’ views in
the design and evaluation of WIN activities. Future programmes should
continue to work with young people, e.g. through youth panels, young
inspectors and social media engagement and young researchers. This is
important, long-term work that requires building relationships with young
people over time.

Thinking forward: Future ideas for Youth Voice

The feedback from WIN students, WIN Project Officer and Careers Adviser
at the school highlight Youth Voice as a creative and engaging project, which
could have further positive impact if rolled out to other schools across Bath,
North Somerset and Wiltshire. Still, there are a number of considerations we
can explore moving forward, to ensure Youth Voice meets young people’s
needs:
• Timings: Facilitate workshops between October- January to reduce the
impact on young people missing lessons and avoid high pressure times of
year for young people (e.g. around GCSEs). Consult young people in the
planning of Youth Voice schedules.
• Location: Hold workshops in a different location to schools,
e.g. a university campus.
• Voluntary: There should be an element of voluntary participation, whereby
young people have the option to volunteer to be part of the process as
independent learners. Young people also made suggestions to open this
up to the whole year group, rather than just targeting a specific group of
WIN students.

Emma: I’d prefer the project to
be at a university, cause it gives
you a whole day to do something,
instead of just being taken out of
two periods
Grace: plus you wouldn’t
get distracted
Oliver: you could survey people
who have actually chosen
Higher Education
I enjoyed working with my
peers, but I have a long list
of coursework I know I need to
catch up on”
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Feedback from the
Young Researchers:
I liked learning about higher education
and being confident about it”
I really enjoyed this project because
it boosted my confidence and teamworking skills… it was really fun!”
I liked the skills I gained in the process”
I enjoyed making a survey but I disliked
being taken from lessons”

With thanks to…

I liked working with my peers and
collecting data”

The young people, WIN Project Officer
and WIN HE Adviser who committed
their time and enthusiasm to make
Youth Voice a success.

Practical and good skills learned”
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