An evaluation of the impact of The Ogden Trust’s Undergraduate Scholarships and a review of its Alumni website and its e-mail facility.

The research was undertaken by Jade- Anne Griffin, in 2009, a Social Policy graduate from Anglia Ruskin University in Cambridge who had personal experience of the difficulties faced by University students  from low income backgrounds 

Aim

The aim of the project was to

A. Gather feedback about the usefulness of the web based facilities provided by The Ogden Trust, and evaluate this. 

B. Gather information to enable The Ogden Trust to target their funds more effectively to the benefit of future scholars through surveys. 

Methodology

72 undergraduate science scholarship holders were contacted and arranged into 4 cohorts:

1 Those who graduated in 2009

2 Those who started their degree course in 2008

3 Those who started their degree course in 2007

4 Those who will graduate in 2010 or later (this groups includes students who have repeated years)

As well as completing a questionnaire, respondents were invited to provide feedback concerning the Alumni website and the e-mail account that it offered.

Response

25 scholars responded to the questionnaire, 7 provided comments on the Alumni website and 22 provided comments concerning e-mail accounts. These responses are detailed in section A.
The Questionnaire:

A copy of the questionnaire is supplied in appendix 1 and the questions are summarised in the body of the report for convenience. The responses are detailed below in section B.
Section A.
1) Evaluation of Alumni website.

Of the 72 alumni, 68 are registered on the Alumni website, which represents 94%. However, generally their activity on the site is low, and, in some cases, there is no activity. Out of the 25 respondents, comments were received from 7 people who admitted they had little use for this facility. Comments were made about the complexity of it, and  the need for more information on it to help them navigate their way around the site. The low response is itself a comment on the perceived usefulness of the site, and, whilst there were some positive comments, the lack of traffic the website attracts, and the cost of it, means it is currently unproductive.
This is the response concerning the Alumni website made by one respondent:

“Alumni website: rarely used - unaware of a reason to use it. As far as the alumni website goes, I believe there to be too much friction to the process of getting involved. Knowing a fair bit about the social networking/media industry, it is clear (and widely accepted) that expecting users to treat your (or anyone else's site for that matter) as a destination is incredibly difficult, and in most cases impossible. Users have a small number of sites they use on a regular basis, and for social networking amongst UK students, there is one clear winner in Facebook. Fighting against Facebook for traffic from Ogden Trust scholar's is far less efficient than leveraging its power to your advantage. Yes, it means relinquishing control of data to some extent, but tapping into Facebook's wide acceptance and high rate of user-return even on an intra-day basis would certainly ensure a ten-fold increase in the quality and regularity of connections between the trust's scholars.” Response from Alumni from cohort 3.

2) Evaluation of Ogden e-mailing facility

29% (21 Alumni) of the total surveyed do have an Ogden email account. 48% (12 Alumni) of the respondents own one, which represents 17% of the total who have one. 
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This table shows the reasons why the respondents do not make use of an Ogden Trust e-mail account:
	Reasons
	Number of Alumni
	Percentage 

	Unaware
	4
	33%

	No need
	3
	25%

	Intend to use in future
	3
	25%

	Additional info needed
	2
	17%


Following the initial e-mail inquiring about the Ogden e-mail account, two Alumni respondents included in this table have subsequently set up an Ogden e-mail account. One from ‘unaware’ and one from ‘Intend to use in the future’, and are now included in the figures of those who do have an account.

The majority of respondents that have an Ogden e-mail account stated that they rarely, if ever use it. One respondent uses it as his prime e-mail account, yet redirects his mails to one with a more preferred interface. Two respondents think it may be more useful once they have left university, and one respondent intends to start using it to “free my inboxes elsewhere”. Two comments were made about it being a good facility, though these respondents admit, like the rest, they do not use it. 

“I think the emailing facility is good although the storage capacity needs to be increased. My email is currently full with 7 emails so I re-direct my mail to my hotmail account.” Response from Alumni in cohort 2. 

“I do not often use the Ogden trust email account. I prefer to use my university or hotmail accounts as these are more convenient (and considerably easier to log into).” Response from Alumni in cohort 2.

“Email facility: Without meaning to be rude, it is, frankly, pointless.” Response from Alumni in cohort 3.
Section B
1) How did you use The Ogden Trust award?

	
	Number of Respondents
	Percentage

	Course material/ books
	16
	64%

	General living cost
	14
	56%

	Travelling expenses
	7
	28%

	Laptop
	6
	24%

	Accommodation
	5
	20%

	Saved to go travelling
	2
	8%
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The table shows that the most-cited use of Scholarship funds was for course materials and books. 56% indicated that the funding became a part of their general living costs, suggesting that the timing of the Scholarship payments means that they became lost amongst the receipt of loans and other bursaries. The Trust may wish to consider this as a different timing may lead to a more specific use of Ogden Trust funding. This would also be helpful to those students who chose to spend a significant part of First Year funding on a laptop computer. This can be further seen when viewed with response to question 8.

2) How important was finance in

a. Your decision to go to university?

b. Your choice of university

c. Your choice of course?

a. The majority of respondents said that finance was a major concern but did not affect their decision to go to university, stating they would have gone regardless of debt. However, two respondents said it would not have been possible without financial aid, and another says it would not have even been a possibility without the financial help provided by the Trust at sixth form. 
b. Nearly half the respondents state that finance was not an important factor when choosing which university. Three respondents mentioned avoiding London due to expense, and another stated London would not have been possible without the financial aid of The Ogden Trust. Three respondents mentioned looking into the different bursary schemes, and another three comment on distance from home, two of whom decided it was cheaper to stay at home.
c. All respondents except two said that finance was not an important factor when deciding their course. They were all set on doing what they wanted to do and, although one respondent mentioned that there are more bursaries available to those studying scientific studies or mathematics, she still studied philosophy and literature regardless. Another respondent says it was a moderately important factor due to the expense of equipment required for reading an engineering course.
3.) 
a)Do you undertake any paid work during university?

     If yes, was this during term time, vacation time, or both?           

b) How does this affect you studies?

c) What type of work did you do?
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	Period worked
	Number of Alumni
	Percentage 

	Vacation only
	10
	58%

	Term time only
	2
	10%

	Both
	7
	32%


Most respondent’s, 76%, gained paid employment during some time of their duration at university. 58% of those worked just during their vacation time. Half of these worked summer internships, or other jobs which complemented their course. The other half did jobs such as waitressing or shop work. Those who worked term time only did work that did not complement their course, such as bar work.   

4)
a.) How much debt have you incurred during your time at university?

b.) How much debt do you anticipate to have at the end of university?
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This bar chart shows the declared amount of debt for each scholar. Two respondents were unaware of their current position. The average debt for those in cohort 1 (09 graduates) is £16,973.

The average debt for those who have left a four year course, and those who anticipate their amount of debt after a four year course is £23,640.
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Respondents in cohorts 2, 3 and 4 were also asked to estimate the level of debt that they thought they would have by the time they graduated. This figure ranged from £18,000 to £50,000. The average level of expected debt was £27,660 although this drops to £23,693 if the two highest estimates are removed. 

	Concerns
	Number of scholars
	Percentage

	None
	13
	52

	Accommodation
	3
	12

	Books
	5
	20

	Transport
	2
	8

	Finance
	6
	24

	Laptop
	3
	12


5) What concerns did you face in terms of having everything necessary for starting    university?
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A surprising percentage of respondents – over half – declared that they had no concerns before they went to University; this may be the result of a selective memory! Of those who did declare concerns, finance and issues associated with finance were the biggest issues, as was the purchase of boos and equipment. It might be appropriate for the Trust to consider the timing of the first payment to Scholars so that purchases such as laptops can be made in advance.

6) Was the cost of travel an issue while at university, either

a. To and from home?

b. Daily travel during term time?                               
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Over one third of respondents found that the daily cost of travel during term was a financial issue. Respondents mentioned winter being more expensive than summer due to the need to take the bus more and walk less. The cost of petrol and parking was also a concern for two respondents.

Nearly a half of those who responded were concerned about the cost of travelling home and for two students the choice of University was limited by these costs. Comments were made about student rail cards and oyster cards being purchased to help limit the costs.  Many respondents mentioned not being able to travel home as often as they would have liked due to the financial constraints.

7) On reflection what kind of help would you have like when you first arrived at university? 

	Help on arrival
	Number of scholars
	percentage

	None
	13
	52

	Knowledge of  local area
	4
	16

	Student on course
	3
	12

	General course info/ help
	3
	12

	Money management
	2
	8

	Obtaining aid with moving process
	2
	4
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Just over half respondents cannot recall needing any kind of help on arriving at university. Many commented on everyone being in the same situation, and that this makes any confusion easier to handle. The majority of remaining responses concern the issue of the course, and university. Comments were made about wanting to know more about the university, “a campus tour” was suggested, as well as information about the town or city they will be studying. One respondent suggests a “survival guide” tailored to fit universities, with information about the area, and things to do that do not revolve around the “shocking drinking culture” He says his university put together a coffee shop crawl, as opposed to having to go on the pub crawl. Other respondents comment on the moving process. 

“I think an option of obtaining aid with the moving process would have been hugely appreciated, perhaps just covering travelling expenses or overnight stay for parents who wish to travel with their child and help with the move and struggle to finance the occasion.” Respondent from cohort 1.

8) Would you have liked another Ogden scholar at your university to act as a mentor to help you when you first arrived at university?
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Whilst the respondents appear to be a very self sufficient group there is a large  response to the question concerning mentoring by an existing Ogden Scholar and this should be explored further

28% of respondents think that there would be no need to be “buddied” up with another Ogden scholar at university. Reasons for this vary on behalf of peoples personal feelings toward provided help.

72% of respondents think that having another Ogden scholar at the same university acting as a mentor would be a good idea.

Three respondents commented on being happy to be a mentor for any future scholars at their university.

Recommendations

· The low take up rate of this questionnaire by current Scholars demonstrates that effective communication is difficult. It would be an easy matter to resolve this and Scholars should be required to give a short annual account of their year, 100-250 words. They could also be asked to submit a current photograph. Future questionnaires could be included in this package. 
· The timing of the scholarship should be reviewed. It would be more of a convenience for the Alumni to receive their scholarships in early September to ensure they can purchase the necessary things required for their year ahead, such as laptops, course materials and accommodation. This is supported by comments suggesting this from some respondents themselves.

· The traffic that Web Alumnus receives is low, and is not in proportion with the cost. Other social networking sites may be of more use to The Ogden Trust. Facebook is free and was suggested by one respondent. Websites can be tailored to fit any form of restrictions, privacy, and chat forums. Links can also be added. Note: The Senior Physics Challenge and the Bill Clinton Foundation have successfully made use of Facebook; an example of their pages is attached as an appendix.

· The provision of an e-mail account should be reviewed. Whilst the e-mailing facility has a lot of potential, the usage of it is very low. Respondents at prestigious universities use those e-mail accounts, and comments were made about it being more useful once they had left university. Unfortunately the survey did not reach those who had left prior to 09.

· As travel was an issue for many students, an additional provision of a 16-25 Young Person’s Railcard could offered as a part of the scholarship and would be a helpful and thoughtful addition giving them a discount of 1/3 of train fares.  
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Contents of appendix

1.) Copy of email sent to Alumni
2.) Copy of survey sent to Alumni

3.) A table with the total numbers of Alumni, and their details.

4.) A spreadsheet with total number of respondents, and their details/

5.) Just Alumni website feedback

6.) Just The Ogden Trust e-mail feedback
1) How do you use your Ogden Trust award?

2) How important was finance in

a. Your decision to go to university?

b. Your choice of university?

c. Your choice of course?

3) Do you undertake any paid work during university?

a. If yes, was this during term time, vacation time or both?

4) How does this affect your studies?

5) What type of work do you do?

6) How much debt have you incurred during your first two years at university?
7) How much debt do you anticipate to have at the end of university?

8) What concerns did you face in terms of having everything necessary for starting university?        

9) Was the cost of travel an issue while at university, either

a. to and from home? 

b. daily travel during term time?

10)  On refection, what kind of help would you have liked when you first      arrived at university?

11)  Would you have liked another Ogden scholar at your university to act  as a mentor to help you when you first arrived at university?
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