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Securing Progression Through Learning– What role should higher education 
institutions play in supporting gifted and talented young people? 

 
 
Over the past ten years there has been a significant increase in the direct links 
between schools & colleges and higher education.  This article explores the drivers 
which have underpinned the development of these links and asks what role should 
higher education institutions (HEIs) be playing in supporting gifted and talented 
young people. It highlights the powerful impact that can be achieved by bringing 
bright young people into direct contact with leading HE experts in their field. 
 
Much has been said about the link between staying on rates at school and college 
and the likelihood that a young person will proceed to higher education.  The recent 
report from the group considering admissions to higher education confirmed that over 
90% of school leavers with two or more A Levels succeed in securing a place at a 
higher education institution.  The group also confirmed that despite this, a very 
significant number of young people are leaving full-time education prior to A Levels or 
equivalent and are therefore not getting access to higher level learning opportunities. 
It comes as no surprise that many of these young people are leaving despite having 
the ability or potential to continue their learning, and a disproportionate number of 
these school leavers come from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
 
The government has been very active in seeking to address this through significant 
investment in widening participation funding, the roll out of Excellence in Cities, the 
focus on links with HE and FE within the national G+T programme, and the 
consolidation of activities under the Aim Higher programme. HEIs and FE Colleges 
have reacted very positively to these programmes and there has been a significant 
expansion in the availability of summer schools, taster days, student tutoring 
schemes, visit programmes, and aspiration raising activities. 
 
It is clear that there have been many successes. However a number of observations 
can be made about many of the programmes that have been created.   
 
Firstly, the primary focus has more often been to make higher education appear to be 
accessible to all people who have the ability or potential to succeed.  There have 
been significant steps to de-mystify higher education for those with little or no family 
experience of it and to increase understanding of what opportunities higher education 
can offer.  Many of the programmes offer ‘life-experiences’ of higher education and 
emphasise the social aspects while offering some subject-tasters. This aspect has 
been highly successful and many tens of thousands of young people are spending 
periods of time linked to higher education institutions during their everyday lives at 
school. 
 
Secondly, the majority of programmes are only open to young people within the 
region in which the HEI is based. This has brought significant benefits in making it 
easier for schools to make the practical arrangements to get staff and pupils to the 
HEI. However it has created real issues of access for areas of the country that do not 
have an HEI within close proximity.  
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Finally, there has been a genuine increase in partnerships among HEIs in delivering 
these programmes.  The White Rose Consortium is one successful example but 
there are others within regions across England. This has been a real lever for 
increasing capacity while broadening the options and activities that are available. 
 
In reality things could carry much as they are and participation rates, including those 
from disadvantaged backgrounds, would most likely continue to improve, but 
probably at a slower rate than a government with a mission would hope for.   
 
So what is missing?  Put simply, learning, and in particular the transformation that 
can be achieved through linking gifted and talented young people through high 
quality learning opportunities to those who have leading subject expertise. More often 
the development of subject expertise forms only a small part of HE-led programmes 
rather than the corner stone.  However for gifted and talented young people, who we 
know have the potential to succeed, all of the energies and investments must be 
focused on securing their progression. Increasing their motivation to learn is a vital 
part of this securing process and HEIs must play a key role in this. 
 
Unsurprisingly, NAGTY has argued strongly that excitement through learning must 
be at the heart of gifted and talented young people’s links with HEIs if the impact on 
motivation and attainment required to retain them in education is to be achieved. 
There are some excellent examples of innovative programmes that have a national 
focus and a successful focus on learning, e.g. HEADSTART and the Sutton Trust 
Summer Schools, but up until recently the availability of such high quality national 
opportunities has been limited.  
 
A number of related themes have arisen constantly in our discussions with HEIs, 
G+T co-ordinators and teachers and this has impacted on our plans for the future.  
HEIs are under constant pressure to service requests from schools for activities but 
often struggle at the design stage to ensure that the programmes achieve all of the 
desired outcomes.  Teachers sometimes feel that they don’t have a specific role to 
play in HEI-led programmes and sometimes adopt the role of escort rather than 
participant.  G+T co-ordinators sometime feel frustrated because they have many 
ideas and know how to put them into place but often don’t have the direct link with 
the programmes teams in HEIs.  Many readers will recognise these scenarios but 
many will also know of some examples across the country where these issues have 
been addressed successfully. Our aim is to work with HEIs, G+T co-ordinators and 
schools to tackle these issues at a national level. 
 
Since its launch in 2002 NAGTY has always been clear that its true impact will only 
be felt if it is primarily supporting the teaching profession as well as the students 
themselves. This has driven the design of much of our student programmes but is 
reflected most clearly in our summer schools where each course is headed by an 
academic with leading expertise but supported in the design and delivery by a 
qualified classroom teacher.   
 
This has created a number of interesting dynamics which we have started to take 
forward through many strands of our activities.  Firstly, the student gets the chance to 
glimpse the possible and have their horizon transformed.  The shift in scale between 
school and HE starts that process but when academics share their knowledge the 
impact on the student is significant.  Secondly, the teacher helps to ensure that the 
communication between the academic and the students is as clear and effective as 
possible, playing an active role in follow-up and group discussion as well as some 
aspects of direct delivery.  Thirdly, the teacher is able to capture the learning 
experience in a way that schools can understand and build upon in later work.  
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Finally, the teacher has a direct link to leading expertise which gives the opportunity 
to re-energise their subject knowledge and support their classroom teaching. One 
teacher on summer school claimed that the course had given them over a year’s 
worth of classroom materials – a very cost effective means of continuing professional 
development! 
 
Clearly, it is not possible to replicate the impact of a summer school in all of the 
different types of provision developed through HEIs for schools, however there are 
some interesting parallels which can be drawn. Firstly, for gifted and talented young 
people, learning and access to expertise is a motivator in its own right and should 
have a higher priority in programmes.  Secondly, teachers have a key contribution to 
make in helping to shape the design and delivery of HE-delivered programmes and 
where this happens, the positive impact is clear.  Finally, given the resources that it 
can often take for schools to release teachers, it is important to these sort of 
opportunities can also be seen as CPD opportunities for teachers.  However this can 
only be achieved if they have an active role to play rather than acting as bystanders. 
 
So how is NAGTY taking its work in this area forward?  We were recently 
awarded a significant grant from the Higher Education Funding Council for 
England under the National Aim Higher programme.  We are creating a Higher 
Education Gateway for Gifted and Talented which will pull together a number 
of HEIs to work in collaboration on developing the academic, pupil and teacher 
model in a range of subjects and in a range of modes (day events, residential 
events, and online learning).  The aim is to increase the range of national level 
activities which you be able to access for gifted and talented young people. We 
will be inviting G+T co-ordinators and teachers who have an interest in 
working with us to help shape the pedagogy that underpins this provision.  It is 
clear that there are many examples of excellent activities being undertaken by 
HEIs.  The aim of the HE Gateway is to share and develop the expertise to 
maximise national coverage. 
 
 
The HE Gateway will be launched at a conference in London on 1 December 2004 
with a website being launched in January 2005. If you wish to receive more 
information please email Rosalind.Roberts@warwick.ac.uk. 
 
 
 
Ken Sloan 
Director of Corporate Services and Admissions 
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