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Abstract

This article outlines the Core Theories of Change (TOCs) underpinning Durham University’s
Access and Participation Plan (APP) for 2025-2029. TOCs provide strategic frameworks that
map how specific interventions are expected to lead to desired outcomes and long-term impact.
Using TASO’s model, nine Core TOCs are presented, aligned with seven intervention strategies
targeting pre-16 and post-16 outreach, transition support, disability inclusion, mature learners,
ethnicity heritage-specific programmes and belonging. These TOCs offer strategic clarity,
guidance for programme design, and support robust evaluation. They are not static and evolve
over time with emerging evidence. As the APP progresses, these Core TOCs will evolve into
Enhanced TOCs with detailed causal mechanisms and ‘if-then’ logic statements, forming the
basis for rigorous evaluation frameworks. This article marks the first formal output of the APP
evaluation plan and contributes to sector-wide evidence building on equality of opportunity.
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Introduction

Durham University’s Access and Participation Plan (APP) presents details of one of the
university’s key strategic aims - to enhance equality of opportunity at Durham, and across the
sector. It includes details of analysis highlighting the key risks to equality of opportunity in our
context at Durham, our strategic aims and objectives, and associated targets. It also presents a
programme of activities/interventions, along with rigorous evaluation plans aimed at
investigating their impact. The full plan details seven intervention strategies to be rolled across
the academic years of 2025/26 to 2028/29. A copy of the plan can be found here:

https://www.durham.ac.uk/visit-us/schools/access-engagement/access-and-participation-plans/

This report is the first output from the APP Evaluation Plan. It sets out the Core Theories of
Change that underpin the interventions in our APP. The first sections of this report will present a
definition of a Core Theory of Change, explain the key elements of our TOCs and how we use
them to inform our ongoing development, evaluation and reporting. The main section of the
report presents nine Core Theories of Change that underpin our APP’s seven intervention
strategies. The penultimate section of the report explains how we will develop these Core
Theories of Change further into Enhanced Theories of Change across the span of this current
APP and how these are then linked to our Evaluation Plans/Frameworks to test the
effectiveness of our interventions. The final section includes the references for citations included
in the report. Theories of Change are not static but are constantly changing and adapting as
further evidence and literature comes to light. This report is a snapshot in time as we begin the
new APP round.

Definition of a Theory of Change (TOC)

TASO, an independent organisation that supports the higher education sector in evidence
building and evaluation aimed at reducing equality gaps, defines a Theory of change as:

“A visual representation of how an intervention’s activities contribute to the intended
outcomes and impact” (TASO)

A “Core” Theory of change is an overarching, high-level summary of an intervention and its
activities and the change we want to see. An “Enhanced” Theory of Change is a more detailed
TOC outlining individual assumptions, mechanisms and logic models that link each element of
the intervention to the change we want to see. At this stage in the APP we present our initial
Core TOCs. This is the first version of these live documents that change throughout the APP
process and will develop to become more detailed over time. They may also adapt as evidence
informs what aspects of the interventions work well or not well. There are many models for
presenting TOCs, but common key elements are listed below.
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Key elements of a Theory of Change
We have used TASO’s Core Theory of Change template to present our TOCs, set out in the
format illustrated Figure 1 below. This model presents the following key elements*:

1.

Situation: A problem statement that describes specific issue or inequality that the
intervention is aiming to address.

Aims: The goal or objective the programme is trying to achieve. What a solution to the
situation would look like.

Outcomes: The changes you hope or expect to see as a result of the activities, including
changes in behaviour, attitudes, skills, engagement, or attainment.

Impact: The long-term goal or systemic change you are hoping to bring about, or
contribute to, through your intervention. The targets you want to reach.

Activities: The specific actions or activities that will be delivered through the intervention.
The activities mobilise the inputs to produce outputs.

Outputs: The results/deliverables of the activity relevant to the achievement of the
outcomes.

Inputs: The resources (human, financial and organisational) that are required to carry out
the activities, and reach the outcomes, as intended.

Rationale and Assumptions: The logical mechanisms underpinning why we expect an
intervention to work and the conditions necessary for success. These mechanisms are
often supported by research and indicate the likelihood that an intervention will be
successful. (Where possible, at Durham University, we will write these as “if - then”
statements based on literature i.e. If this event happens, then we expect to see this
outcome)

(Based on TASO’s Core TOC Guidance and Resources available at:
https://taso.org.uk/libraryitem/core-theory-of-change/)
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Figure 1: TASO’s Core Theory of Change Template

Transforming Access
and Student Outcomes
in Higher Education
1 - Sa— - :
Situation What is the current context or situation? What problem is the programme trying to address or resolve?

Aims What goal or objective is the programme trying to achieve? What is your solution to the problem? This should be linked to the
overarching strategy.

2
7 5 6 4

Short and intermediate-

What are the human, Qutline the interventions What are the results/ What is the long-term

financial and
organisational

resources required to
achieve your desired

you believe (supported by
your rationale and
assumptions) will bring
about your desired

deliverables of the activity
relevant to the achievement
of your outcomes?

term outcomes which must
be in place for your
interventions to work & for
your long-term goeals to be

goal which relates to
the ‘problem’? What
will result from the
removal of the

outcomes? change. Activities achieved. problem?
e.g. mobilise your inputs to
produce outputs. e.g.
> — > —

What are your assumpfions? Your assumptions explain the contextual underpinnings of the ToC. Assumptions are conditions necessary for the success
of the intervention. Y our rationale explains why one outcomes is needed to achieve another. Assumptions and rationales (often supported by research)
strengthen the plausibility of the theory and the likelihood that its stated goals can be achieve.

2 Rationale &
Assumptions

The Role of Theories of Change in Ongoing Development and
Evaluation Reporting

1. Strategic Clarity: To help stakeholders understand the purpose of activities/interventions
and the evidence supporting them.

2. Practical Planning: To inform programme design, including activity selection, data
collection methods, and sample size considerations.

3. Evaluation and Feedback: To inform and work alongside evaluation designs and plans.

4. Annual Reporting: Insights from yearly reports guide adjustments in future iterations (for
example the Pre-16 MIP pilot informed Year 1 rollout).

5. Evidence generation: Where possible, final impact reports aim to establish causal and/or
rigorous evidence of the effectiveness of interventions, with the potential to influence
national and international practice through publications in HEEL and peer reviewed
journal articles (e.g. the Boliver and Jones (2024) paper on contextual offers).
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List of Theories of Change and how they relate to the intervention
strategies in our APP

This section of the report presents the nine Core Theories of Change related to our APP’s
seven intervention strategies. Any citations used in the Core Theories of Change are presented
in the Reference Section. They are as follows:

Figure 2: Core Theory of Change for Intervention Strategy 1a - Pre-16 Multi-
Intervention Programme (MIP)

Figure 3: Core Theory of Change for Intervention Strategy 1b - KS5 Multi-
Intervention Programme (MIP)

Figure 4: Core Theory of Change for Intervention Strategy 1.2 - Transition
Support

Figure 5: Core Theory of Change for Intervention Strategy 2 - Asian Heritage
Muilti-Intervention Programme (MIP)

Figure 6: Core Theory of Change for Intervention Strategy 3 - Black Heritage
Muilti-Intervention Programme (MIP)

Figure 7: Core Theory of Change for Intervention Strategy 3 - Investing in
Understanding (Black Heritage)

Figure 8: Core Theory of Change for Intervention Strategy 4/5 - Bespoke pre-
arrival days (Disability)

Figure 9: Core Theory of Change for Intervention Strategy 6 - Dedicated mature
learners’ coordinator

Figure 10: Core Theory of Change for Intervention Strategy 7 - Increasing
Belonging
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Figure 2: Core Theory of Change for Intervention Strategy 1a - Pre-16 Multi-Intervention Programme (MIP)

Transforming Access ) . 20
T AS 0 and Student Outcomes  |S1a: Pre-16 Multi-Intervention Programme Theory of Change W Durham

in Higher Education University

Situation The continuation rates of students from socic-economically disadvantaged backgrounds at Durham is lower than those from less deprived areas.

For students in TUNDRA Q1 & students eligible for free school meals...
Aims * Reduce attainment gaps at GCSE and improve attitudes/aspirations towards Durham University and HE in general. (Intermediate aims)
* Improve access to Durham and high tanff universities and improve continuation gaps when at Durham. (Long-term aims)

6
Activities Outputs

Inputs

3 4

Process Impact

Resourcing Design/deliver new pre-16 MIP Students will have had Intermediate Outcomes Long-term targets
- Focus: attainment raising; improving the opportunity to: ) )

«  The intervention will be university preparedness; building positive ) + Improvements in attainment- «  To reduce the ratio of
delivered by the perceptions of HE/Durham University: » Complete baseline related outcomes (€.g., cognitive, TUNDRA Q5:1 from 3.6 to
Schools, Qutreach and tests/surveys strategies, critical thinking).

! e MNorth-East focus. - | t< in attai t at 2.7 by 2028/29
Widening Participation L + Atftend campus visits = Improvements in attainment a )
Team. The total FTE is = Y7 and Y10 pupils in 24/25 & scale up to + Receive information KS4. = To increase enrolments of
213 ¥8, Y9 and Y11 from 25/26 onwards with a advice and guidancé = Increased academic self-efficacy, entrants eligible for FSM
|| total 200 students per year group each —»| + Receive academic skills | — knowledge of HE, HE —  from 9/1% to 10.5% of the

- We have estimated the year. development expectations, and sense of UG student population by
pttln—pa}'tFDS: OLIhe - Target schools with high proportions of + Receive near-peer belonging. 2028/29
intervention 1o be students from TUNDRA Q1 and/or eligibility mentorin = To reduce the gap in
£432K over a five-year for Free School Meals » Attend th?a Scholars Long term outcomes : ; o

riod. Fre als. continuation rates between
pe = Activities: Information, Advice and Programme + To feed progression io KS5 MIP students from IMD Q5
Guidance (IAG), campus visits; academic » Complete post and transition interventions at postcodes and IMD Q1
skills development; near-peer mentoring; surveys/GCSEs Durham - postcodes from 7.2 to 4.2
The Brilliant Club’s Scholars Programme * Transifion to KS5 MIP as - Progression to Durham University by 2028/29.
twice during the programme. appropriate and participation in HE in general.

R t | & If students attend a multi-intervention outreach programme, then they will have improved aspirations and attitudes towards Higher Education, and this will lead to higher
ationaie access to HE (TASO, 2023; e.g. UniConnect & the Access Project showed greater likelihood of progressing to HE). If students receive individually tailored 1AG then their
ASSUI“ptiOﬂS attitudes and aspirations towards HE will improve (TASO, 2023). If students receive academic peer mentoring, then their attainment and attitudes/aspirations towards HE will

improve (EEF in TASO, 2023). If students attend the Scholars Programme, then their attainment will improve (The Brilliant Club)

6
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Figure 3: Core Theory of Change for Intervention Strategy 1b - KS5 Multi-Intervention Programme (MIP)
. . 20
IS1b: KS5 Multi-Intervention Programme Theory of Change 'l'lar}lvgg‘c’gn
I |

Transforming Access
and Student Outcomes
in Higher Education

1

Situation

The continuation rates of students from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds at Durham is lower than those from less deprived areas.

. For students in TUNDRA Q1 & students eligible for free school meals. ..
Aims * Reduce attainment gaps at GCSE and improve attitudes/aspirations towards Durham University and HE in general. (Intermediate aims)
* Improve access to Durham and high tariff universities and improve continuation gaps when at Durham. (Long-term aims)

3 4
QOutcomes Impact

Inputs

5 6

Process

Students will have had the
opportunity to:

Impact

Intermediate Qutcomes

Design/deliver new pre-16 MIP

» Design and deliver a KS5 and transition
programme to support students from Y12
through application, offer making and

Resourcing Long-term targets

+ Improvements in attainment-
related outcomes (e.g., cognitive,
strategies, critical thinking).

+ The intervention will be
delivered by the
Schools, Outreach and

= To reduce the ratio of

» Attend campus residential
TUNDRA Q5:1 from 3.6 to

» HE application support

non-pay cost of the
intervention to be

£780k over a five-year

residential, near-peer mentoring, application
support, academic skills development, and
university preparation through The Brilliant

+  Complete post
surveys/KS5 exams

= Transition to Durham with
contextual offers & financial

belonging.

Long term outcomes

Widening Participation transition to Durham University. . Receive academic skills - Improvements in attainment at 2.7 by 2028129
Team. The total FTE is = Target TUNDRA Q1 and/or who have development K35, = To increase enrolments of
213, previously been eligible for FSM and will + Recelve peer mentoring + Increased academic self-efficacy, entrants eligible for FSM
- engage 200 Y12 students per year. " Attend the Join the Dots — knowledge of HE, HE —»  from 9/1% to 10.5% of the
= We have estimated the = Pre-entry phase: subject-related activity, programme expectations, and sense of UG student population by

202829
= To reduce the gap in
continuation rates between

period.
students from IMD Q5

postcodes and IMD Q1

Club’s Join the Dots programme. support ) + Progression to Durham University
- Transition phase: guaranteed contextual * Y1 coaching through Join and participation in HE in general.

offers, financial support at Durham 2‘9 D‘ﬁ baseli postcodes from 7.2 to 4.2
Lo . = Complete baseline
University & guaranteed first year coaching lestsisurveys by 2028/29.

through the Join the Dots programme.

If students attend a multi-intervention outreach programme, then they will have improved aspirations and attitudes towards Higher Education, and this will lead to higher
access to HE (TASO, 2023; e.g. UniConnect & the Access Project showed greater likelihood of progressing to HE). If students receive academic peer mentoring, then their
attainment and attitudes/aspirations towards HE will improve (EEF in TASO, 2023). If students receive transition support, they will then students will feel greater sense of
belonging leading to increased success/reduced drop-out. If students receive financial support this may improve transition rates and HE success/continuation.

Rationale &

Assumptions

7



20
Y Durham

University

Transforming Access
and Student Outcomes
in Higher Education

1

2 -
T

5

Process

Figure 4: Core Theory of Change for Intervention Strategy 1.2 - Transition Support

I1S1.2: Durham University Transition Support: Theory of Change
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The continuation rates of students from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds at Durham is lower than those from less deprived areas.

For students in TUNDRA Q1 & students eligible for free school meals. ..

+ Improve access to Durham and high tariff universities and improve continuation gaps when at Durham. (Long-term aims)

Activities

6
Outputs

Resourcing

+  We have esfimated the
pay cost of the
intervention to be
£259k over a five-year
period.

+ The project will be
supplemented by
management and
steering from DCAD
senior leadership,
delivery support by
DCAD Student
Success staff.

+ The total FTE is 13.

Design and deliver a new activity

With the Durham Centre for Academic
Development, a training programme will be

developed for academic depariments to design
and build pre- and in-sessional subject-specific

transition support, focusing on general
fundamental academic skills as well as
department-specific skills, for all students
entering via contextual pathways.

This provision will scale over time, to

eventually reach 800 undergraduate students

per year.

Students will have had the
opportunity to:

To attend subject specific
transition support.
Complete pre and post
surveys and open
response items.

Academic staff will have
had the opportunity to:

* To receive training on
developing subject-

specific transition support.

Rationale &

Assumptions

3

Outcomes

4

Impact

Intermediate Outcomes

= Improvements in attainment-
related outcomes (e.g., cognitive,
strategies, critical thinking).

= Improvements in attainment at
KS5.

» Increased academic self-efficacy,
knowledge of HE, HE
expectations, and sense of
belonging.

Longer term cutcomes

= Improved first year exam results

* |mproved continuation and
success for students involved

Long-term targets

To reduce the ratio of
TUNDRA Q5:1 from 3.6 to
2.7 by 2028729

To increase enrolments of
entrants eligible for FSM
from 9/1% to 10.5% of the
UG student population by
2028/29

To reduce the gap in
continuation rates between
students from IMD Q5
postcodes and IMD Q1
postcodes from 7.2 to 4.2

by 2028/29.

The evidence on the impact and effectiveness of academic transition activity is lacking, as subject-specific fransition activity is rare in the Higher Education sector. We know, however,
that academic and study skills training is important, especially in the first months of university study. According to a 2009 study, most first-year students lack necessary basic academic
skills such as reading, because academic reading differs greatly from the reading that is undertaken in Secondary Education (Hermida, 2009).
According to TASO, there is some evidence that students who undertake study skills support programmes achieve higher grades than those who do not access this support (Dagley et
al, 2016; Grier-Reed, 2016; Cho et al., 2012), although there is no clear evidence the association is causal. A study from the USA that shows that the students who were enrolled onto a
student support programme were more likely to graduate at the end of their course than those from a similar background who were not enrolled on the course (Scrivener et al, 2015).

8
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Figure 5: Core Theory of Change for Intervention Strategy 2 - Asian Heritage Multi-Intervention Programme (MIP)

Transforming Access U] ]
TA S 0 and Student Outcomes IS2: Asian Heritage & Elephant Access MIP Theory of Change WDurham

in Higher Education University

Situation

average rates of access to university, however this is not mimored at Durham, where in 2021/22, 6.5% of students admitted to undergraduate study were of Asian heritage.
For students with Asian hertage. ..
* |mprove access to Durham and high tariff universities.

5 6 3 4
Activities Outputs

Process Impact

Students will have had the Intermediate Outcomes

. . ] opportunity to:
= The intervention will be » Improvements in attainment-

Aims

Inputs Outcomes

Resourcing Expand existing activity Long-term targets

part-delivered by the
Schools, Outreach and
Widening Participation
Team. The total FTE is
21.3.

= We have estimated the
non-pay cost of the
intervention to be
£76,000 over a five-
year period.

Durham University's existing partnership = To increase enrolments of

with The Elephant Group will be expanded
to the Midlands and London hubs, which
typically see high proportions of Asian
student participation. Expansion will see
engagement with 1,130 students per year —
based on previous years’ demographics,
this will equate to engagement with an

* Take part in campus visits

Receive academic skills
support

Receive information,
advice and guidance
Completed pre and post
surveys and open
response items.

related outcomes (e.g., cognitive,

strategies, critical thinking).
Improvements in attainment at
KS5.

Increased academic seli-efficacy,

knowledge of HE, HE
expectations, and sense of
belonging.

Asian heritage entrants
from 6.2% to 7.5% of the
UG student population by
2028/29.

additional 300 students of Asian heritage Longer term outcomes

each year. + Progression to Durham (or other
The Elephant Access programme is a multi- high tariff universities)
intervention programme that includes IAG,

campus visits, and academic skill support.

Rationale &

Assumptions

There is a limited evidence base on what widening participation initiatives work for increasing access for Asian students. The University of Oxford have recently launched a new outreach
programme, BeUNIQ, which is specifically aimed at students from Bangladeshi and Pakistani backgrounds in schools and colleges across Birmingham, Bradford, and Oldham. As this is
a new programme, there is no impact data or findings which might inform our own interventionThis intervention strategy, as well as Intervention strategy 3, focuses on targeted
intervention for a specific ethnic group at Durham University. According to the Education Endowment Foundation, targeted interventions have positive overall effects, especially among
secondary-aged pupils in schools (EEF, 2021). At Durham University, we are making the choice to disaggregate our minority ethnic students into separate target groups, and, as such,
avoid using the term ‘BAME’. This is because we have received feedback from students that this term flattens identity and homogenises groups which are incredibly diverse and have
differing needs.

9
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Figure 6: Core Theory of Change for Intervention Strategy 3 - Black Heritage Multi-Intervention Programme (MIP)
) ) ) 2R
IS3: Durham University Black heritage MIP Theory of Change "Rﬂéﬂﬁﬁ

Transforming Access
and Student Outcomes
in Higher Education

1

Situation

There are completion and awarding gaps (proportion achieving firsts) at Durham University for Black heritage students.

+ To increase enrolments of students from Black hentage.
+ To reduce the completion gaps between Black and white students
+ To reduce the attainment gap between Black and white students gaining firsts.

5 6 3 4

Revised and expanded activity: Update,

Aims

Inputs QOutcomes

Resourcing

= The intervention will be
delivered by the
Schools, Outreach and
Widening Participation

enhance and expand Durham University's KS5
programme to support Black heritage students
from Y12 through application, offer making and
transition to Durham University, with a view to
engage with 150 Y12 students per year. The

™ development, and university preparation acfivity.

The transition phase will include guaranteed
contextual offers, financial support at Durham
University, and guaranteed first year coaching.
The specific activity included within this
intervention will be co-designed together with a
panel of Black heritage Durham University staff
and students. Appropriate external partnerships
will be sought to collaborate on the delivery of
the programme.

Students will have had the
opportunity to:

Undertake a campus
visit/residential
Receive near-peer

Receive a contextual
offer.

Receive first year
coaching

Complete pre and post
surveys and open
response items.

Rationale &

Assumptions

Intermediate Outcomes

Improvements in attainment-
related outcomes (e.g., cognitive,
strategies, critical thinking).
Improvements in attainment at

Team. The total FTE is pret.;—enin_.r pha;e of the prograr:me “I'“l include mentoring KS5 population by 2028/29.
subject-specific activity, a residential, near-peer Receive HE application . : . g o reduce the gap in
213 mentoring, application support, academic skills support ppl L”n{;\i?::;eagfﬂ%mﬁé elf-efficacy, gm pletion ratei I::Jeh-.-een

expectations, and sense of
belonging.

Long term outcomes

Progression to Durham (or other
high tariff universities)
{Improved completion rates and
success for students involved)

Long-term targets

To increase enrolments of
Black entrants from 1.8%
to 3% of the UG student

Black students and white
students from 7.2% to 4%
by 2028/29.)

(To reduce the awarding
gap between Black and
white students gaining a
1st class degree from 21%
to 15% by 2028/29.)

Financial support may be an effective way to encourage Black students to apply to and attend Higher Education, as there is evidence to suggest that ethnic minority leamers value
bursaries as an access measure to a greater degree than white students (Davies, P et al, 2008). There is evidence from the US that support during the early stages of the university
experience has a positive and long-lasting effect on Black students and their outcomes (Brady et al, 2020). Years after graduation, Black students who had received early mentorship in
their college careers reported more satisfaction, success, well-being, and health than control group respondents. There is limited evidence on ‘what works' to reduce awarding gaps
(Mountford-Zimdars et al., 2015). Across the literature, there is a consensus that an intervention for improving the experience of Black students should be informed by the students
themselves and should work in some form of co-design or creation (UUK & NUS, 2019). Institutions are also recommended to create opportunities for students and staff to engage in
meaningful conversations about race and its implications in Higher Education.

10
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Figure 7: Core Theory of Change for Intervention Strategy 3 - Investing in Understanding (Black Heritage)

in Higher Education University

Transforming Access an
TA S 0 and student Outcomes — |S3: Investing in Understanding (Black Heritage) Theory of Change ~ W Durham
1

Situation There are completion and awarding gaps (proportion achieving firsts) at Durham University for Black heritage students.

* To reduce the completion gaps between Black and white students
* To reduce the attainment gap between Black and white students gaining firsts.

5 6 3 4
Activities Outputs Outcomes

Process ______mpact_

Aims

Inputs

Resourcing (New activity) An evidence report Intermediate Qutcomes Long-term targets
We will work with our student population to .
- Ehl‘? i"teé“smli;“ will be learn about and tackle this issue. First, we will A body of B""dfegred':" the * Increased academic self-efficacy, » To reduce the gap in
elivered by the : 3 experiences of bla knowledge of HE, HE :
Schools, Outreach and collate and review the.recent body of staff- and Heritage staff and swudents at expectations, and sense of completion rates be‘lwe:len
Widening Participation student- generated evidence on the Black Durham University. belonging : Black students and white
Team. The total FTE is student experience at Durham University, so . Impm\rem-ems in attainment- students from 7.2% to 4%
21.3. that we fully understand effective interventions related outcomes (e.g., cognitive by 2028/29.
|l o build belonging on campus and address the . strategies, critical thinking). —p| = Toreduce the awarding
ethnicity awarding gap. From this, we will draw » Improvements in attainment end gap between Black and
a series of recommendations and create an of year exams. white students gaining a
action plan to address the ethnicity awarding L te ut 1st from 21% to 15% by
gap over the remaining years of the plan. The . m;apﬂ::;gﬁ:ﬂ:;;;ﬂ rates for 2028/29.
intervention will be co-designed together with a Black Heritage students. = (To increase enrclments of
panel of Black heritage Durham University staff + Improved degree success for Black entrants from 1.8%
and students. black heritage students. to 3% of the UG student
* {Improved enrolments at Durham) population by 2028/29.)

There is evidence from the US that support during the early stages of the university experience has a positive and long-lasting effect on Black students and their outcomes (Brady et al,

Rationa|e & 2020). Years after graduation, Black students who had received early mentorship in their college careers reported more safisfaction, success, well-being, and health than control group
. respondents. There is limited evidence on ‘what works' to reduce awarding gaps (Mountford-Zimdars et al., 2015). Across the literature, there is a consensus that an intervention for
ASSLImptIDHS improving the experience of Black students should be informed by the students themselves and should work in some form of co-design or creation (UUK & NUS, 2019). Institutions are

also recommended to create opportunities for students and staff to engage in meaningful conversations about race and its implications in Higher Education.

11
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Figure 8: Core Theory of Change for Intervention Strategy 4/5 - Bespoke pre-arrival days (Disability)
Transforming Access ) . . U] ]
and Student Outcomes I1S4/5: Pre-arrival Days (Disability) Theory of Change ‘!Fg}ilvl;gﬁp

in Higher Education

There are continuation gaps between those who report a disability and those who do not.
There are awarding gaps between those who report a disability and those who do not.

* To increase students’ belonging (Intermediate aims)

+ This strategy will support the University to achieve all nine of its success targets in the APP, by supporting the objectives of all six preceding intervention
strategies (Long-term aims)

5 6 3 4
Activities Outputs Outcomes

Process

Resourcing

= Delivered by the
University’s Disability
Support Service. The
total FTE is 12.9.

Develop and deliver a new activity:

Bespoke transition to Durham days will be
developed and delivered for those who will
benefit from support to develop
routines/stability during studies and/or who
might find secialising challenging in a new
environment. This will expand upon Durham
University's existing early arrival programme
for autistic students, and will scale to reach
relevant students, according to demand.
These days will take place in September of
each year.

Students will have had the
opportunity to:

= To attend bespoke
transition to Durham days.

* Complete pre and post
surveys and open
response items.

Intermediate Outcomes

* Increase in sense of belonging at
Durham and in HE in general

= Increased knowledge in where to
seek support in the university

Long term outcomes

* |mproved continuation and
success for students involved

Impact

Long-term targets

*  Toreduce the gap in
continuation rates between
students with a reported
disability and those without
from 2.9% to 1.8% by
2028129

*  To reduce the awarding
gap between students with
a reported disability and
those without from 1.6% to
1.5% by 2028/29.

Rationale &

Assumptions

Transition support is a key area highlighted by TASO as effective for reducing equality gaps for disabled students. Though there is little evidence from the UK in this area,
there are several US examples of transition support, where support for disabled students is a legal requirement (TASO, 2023). Some studies have shown that such transition
programmes are effective for students in the US: Safer et al (2020) found that US university students who used targeted support services were more likely to continue their
studies and achieve better grades, especially if they accessed this support in their first term of university study. Evidence is limited on what works, especially in the UK.
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Figure 9: Core Theory of Change for Intervention Strategy 6 - Dedicated mature learners’ coordinator
, 20
IS6: Mature Learners’ Coordinator Theory of Change 'lrgurhgtnm
niversity

Transforming Access
and Student Outcomes
in Higher Education

1

Situation There's a continuation gap, completion gap and awarding gap between mature students and young students at Durham.

+ To reduce the gap in continuation and completion rates between mature and you students at Durham
+ To reduce the awarding gap between mature and young students at Durham

5 6 )
Activities Outputs m

Process Impact

Aims

Inputs Outcomes

Officer. This capacity is
allocated to achieve a
Staff Student Ratio of
approx. 1:1500.
Colleges — Continuation

support needed by mature students. This
member of staff will deliver pastoral support,
support for students to navigate university
structures and policies as their circumstances
require, as well as signposting/referring to

information and sign-
posting.

To have a dedicated
member of staff advocate
for them.

* Increased confidence that
students’ have the support
needed to complete their studies
successfully.

Resourcing Creation of a new support service: Mature students will have Intermediate Outcomes Long-term targets
had the opportunity to:
» Faculty Hubs — 1x Create a central support service for mature » Increase in sense of belonging at i
Student Support . ore + Receive bridging support Durham. To reduce the gap in
students, with at least one staff role to . : continuation rates between
Manager per faculty (4) dinate. ad te for and L th Receive dedicated + Increased confidence in students’
and Student Support coordinate, advocate for and represent the pastoral support, study skills. mature students and young

students from 7.6% to 5%
by 2028/29.

To reduce the gap in
completion rates between
mature students and young

of 1x Assistant Principal L . Complete pre and post L te ut
per college, plus 1x mental heal.lh or academic Sk.I”S services as surveys and open ong term outcomes students from 17.7% to
Assistant Student needed. This staff member will support all response items. - Improved continuation, 11.5% by 2028/29.

mature students at Durham, and advocate for
their ongoing needs — including enhanced
financial support and flexibility. Students will
have access to bridging courses.

Support Officer, plus
0.5x Assistant Student
Support Officer, plus 2x
Assistant Student

To reduce the awarding gap
between mature students
and young students to below
5% by 2028/29.

completion and success for
students involved

In a survey designed by TASO in 2021, mature students said that they preferred Higher Education institutions that make a concerted effort to support older students in policies
and practice. This might include ‘the presence of a designated staff member whose role [is] to support mature students’ (TASO, 2021). This will allow Durham University to
learn about the mature student cohort, and their needs. Mature students are not a homogenous, singular group and instead have more complex needs than 18-year-old
undergraduate students (Office for Students, 2020). Access to study support is important for mature students: studies show that interventions that include academic skill
support are effective, including short online courses for mature students held at the Open University, and a general study on the importance of literacy and numeracy skills for
British adults held by the Department for Education (Butcher et al, 2015; Hume et al, 2019).

Rationale &

Assumptions
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IS7: Increasing Belonging
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AR
WP Durham

University

Transforming Access
and Student Outcomes
in Higher Education

1

* To increase students’ belonging (Intermediate aims)
+ This strategy will support the University to achieve all nine of its success targets in the APP, by supporting the objectives of all six preceding intervention

sirategies (Long-term aims)

5

Activities

6
Outputs

Process

Resourcing

+ This will be
administered by the
Schools, Qutreach and
Widening Participation
Team.

= Total fund: £85,000 per
year.

New activity: College- and department-level
innovation funds will be created for student-led
sense of belonging initiatives, which will be
administered via a student-led panel within the
Students’ Union. Proposed projects must have
increased belonging as a primary objective and
must consider the needs of priority groups and
have sign off from the relevant student
association(s) and/or the Students” Union. All
projects must be fully evaluated for impact,
with support provided for this by the Schools
Qutreach and Widening Participation Team.
This intervention will be driven by students and
was designed in consultation with the
Students’ Union Access and Participation
Student Advisory Board (APPSAB).

Belonging projects aimed
at increasing inclusion will
be designed and
delivered.

Students in at-risk groups
for inclusion will have had
the opportunity take part
in a belonging activity
Students will have had the
opportunity to provide
feedback and/or co-
development opportunities
e.g. completed pre and
post surveys and open
response items.

Outcomes

Intermediate Outcomes

Students report an increase in sense
of belonging at Durham and in HE in
general

Long term outcomes

» Improved continuation and
success for students involved

+ Improved reputation of Durham
for at-risk groups leading to
improved access to Durham

Impact

I

Long-term targets

= All APP targets (improved
access and continuation)

Research from the Anthropology Network of First-Generation Students found that home students from less-advantaged backgrounds reported significantly greater levels of
exclusion than those from more-advantaged backgrounds or international students. Similarly, students from Northern England, and especially those from the Northeast,
reported significantly greater levels of exclusion compared to those in other regions and international students. Several protected characteristics were also associated with
higher experiences of exclusion, most notably female gender, LGETQ+ identity, and having a disability. Assumptions: The APP Student Advisory Board agreed if peer to peer
inclusion (based on the priority groups identified in the research) is improved, then students will feel a great sense of belonging. It was also discussed that if the inclusion was
improved at college-level, the impact would be greater. The solution was to create a student-led fund to for activities to improve belonging at a college level.

Rationale &

Assumptions

14
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What next? Evaluation Plans and Enhanced Theories of Change

As the programmes develop throughout the APP period, the assumptions and rationale section
will be developed further into more detailed mechanisms and causal pathways. These
refinements aim to strengthen the programme’s logic and evidence base. The mechanisms will
be articulated using simple, testable “if-then” statements to clarify the expected causal
relationships. For example:

“If students receive academic peer mentoring, then their attainment will improve.”

The collection of these mechanisms and causal pathways will form an Enhanced Theory of
Change, offering a more granular and evidence-informed understanding of how programme
activities lead to desired outcomes.

To assess the effectiveness of the intervention or mechanisms, an ambitious evaluation plan
has been developed. This plan includes a range of evaluation designs that will be used to inform
future iterations of the interventions and to provide evidence of what does and doesn’t work.

An overview of the Evaluation Plan adopted by Durham University for the APP is shown in
Figure 11 below. Central, in grey, is the intervention and associated research questions (RQs),
surrounded by evaluation methods/designs in dark purple. The methods will be adapted to each
intervention/mechanism. Some interventions will be more focused on literature and qualitative
evidence on the understanding of student experience (e.g. the Investing in Understanding -
Black Heritage), whilst others will focus on establishing causal evidence (e.g. the Pre-16 MIP).

Figure 11: The APP Evaluation Plan Overview linked to Research Questions (RQSs)
Pre- and Post- Surveys:

Using validated scales
to measure changes in

[e¥HQuasi-experimental
designs/tracking data
(e.g. Regression

Discontinuity Design): Intervention/mechanism to intermediate outcomes
Background data and pre- be evaluated. (feeds into both RQs)
and post- outcome data - )

will be used to estimate RQ1: Has it had an impact on

the impact of the outcomes? (Causal/Type 3)

programmes. RQ2: Why is it working/not

L qualitative

evaluation (e.g. focus
groups & open
response survey
items): Understanding
student views and
experiences. What
helped/didn’t help and
why?

working? (Understanding
student experience/Type 2)

Implementation and
Process Evaluation (IPE):
Feedback from delivery
staff. Has it worked as
expected? What worked
well/not well and why?
(Feeds into both RQs)

Literature: What evidence is

there in the literature that this
will work? (Underpins both RQs)
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