Goal difference
A charity that aims to keep young offenders out of trouble is helping university students to stay on course
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On the face of it, young offenders in west Belfast and university students in England don't have much in common. Yet one voluntary organisation is using methods applied to keeping the former group out of trouble to making sure the latter see out their courses.
Youth at Risk is working in a pilot project with three English universities - Thames Valley, Bedfordshire and London Metropolitan - all of which have a significant number of students from non-traditional backgrounds who are seen as being in danger of not completing their courses.
All three are vocationally orientated institutions committed to widening access to students, many of whom are the first in their family to go to university. While getting them in might be fairly straightforward, getting all of them to stay is often not as easy.
But some of the principles applied to attempts to help Belfast's most alienated, damaged and marginalised young people are being used to make students feel part of the university community, while at the same time developing leadership skills that they can use to good effect when they graduate.
While Youth at Risk's projects are different in a multitude of ways, what drives them all is the idea that individuals can overcome obstacles to achievement through changes in self-perception. As the organisation's website explains, its model is built on work done with disaffected youth in US inner cities. It also recently ran a project called Ballet Hoo!, which used dance to raise the aspirations of young people in the West Midlands.
Disaffected students
Youth at Risk's work with the three universities, which is coming up to its first anniversary in June, came about when a former National Union of Students official began working with the charity and realised that its work could be applied to helping students in danger of becoming disaffected with campus life.
Rather than explicitly seek out students who the university thought might be at risk of dropping out, the project takes the form of coaching similar to that offered to executives in the corporate world.
As Beki Martin, Youth at Risk's development manager, explains: "One of the things we're working on is how do you target people without having to makes sure they tick all the right boxes. We targeted particular courses and did information sessions or enrolment sessions where students could come along and learn more about the project, then did some outreach work talking to people and letting them know about the project, and asking if they wanted to be involved. Once we had done the initial phase of training, students started coming to us after they found out what they had got out of it - so there was a word of mouth approach."
Students initially go through three days of leadership training, which is designed to get them to look at the barriers to success - "what might be the belief systems and the thought processes they might have that would have them give up when things were difficult", says Martin, "or would get in the way of them getting the best out of their university?"
The students then become involved in projects in the wider community, either on campus or beyond. They are assigned a coach, who could, for example, be a business person or lawyer from London City firm Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer. The coaches speak to the students once a week and meet them once a fortnight over a six-month period, with progress assessed monthly.
"We draw quite a big distinction between coaching and mentoring," says Martin. "They are coaches - they are committed to the goals that the students set for themselves.
"Each student will have project goal and a personal goal about their university career. It's very performance-focused, and everything that the coach does is about working with the student to achieve those goals. What they [the coaches] bring is a couple of things. They open up possibilities about what is out there in the world of work, and can be someone who can intervene and ask questions who has no stake except that they are committed to that person's improvement."
Dropping out
The pilot is being evaluated by external consultants but, according to Martin, the evidence so far points to the project achieving its goals. The initial target of 280 students has been exceeded by 20 - and none have dropped out.
"We are happy with the pilot," Martin says, "though obviously there are lessons to learn. We now know much more about how universities work and so next year we are in a much stronger position to more quickly access students and be able to find the right students. We can always get better."
Farrah Sheikh, a 19-year-old doing an information systems degree at Thames Valley, is doing voluntary work on the children's ward of Ealing hospital while also getting coaching from a businesswoman. "The ongoing motivation from the coach has been a really good help, because you get that support to meet your goals," says Sheikh. "Personally, I have become more confident by speaking to someone outside the university. I can't speak for all the coaches, but I know that mine is brilliant. She's from the corporate world, so it gives me an insight into business. The trainer at the university who matched us up found that me and my coach had a lot of similarities. We meet on an informal basis in Starbucks - it's like having an extra friend."
Graeme Baker, Thames Valley's head of widening participation, says: "We are an institution that works really hard around access and having doors open for students from non-traditional backgrounds.
"But there's no point in taking an attitude to recruitment that's about getting as many people in as possible. You've got to prepare the students and ensure that their teaching and learning is supplemented by interaction with students that makes them see a wider world."
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