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JISC Relationship Management Progress Report 

December 2011 

 
Please print out the text copy of the questions provided in the accompanying e-
mail and discuss the content with your colleagues working on the project to 
ensure you capture the full picture. You can then paste or enter your responses 
into this questionnaire but we suggest you save a master copy in case the upload 
fails! 
 
Please note that almost all of the questions are required and that you will be 
unable to upload the form unless all those questions marked with an asterisk 
have been completed. 
 
This questionnaire will close at 17:00 on Friday 9th December, so please try and 
complete it by then. If this deadline will cause you problems or if you have any 
problems filling in this survey, please e-mail Sharon (s.perry@bolton.ac.uk) at 
JISC CETIS. 

Section 1: Your Details 

1. Project and Contact Details 
Project Title: Students FIRST (Financial Interventions to aid Retention and 

Student Transitions) 
First Name: Raegan 
Last Name: Hiles 
Role: Project Manager 
Lead Institution: University of East London 
Email Address: r.hiles@amosshe.org.uk 

Section 2: Progress and Benefits 
2. Is the project on schedule as per the submitted project plan? 
Please comment on any areas of concern you may have with regard to either 
meeting the schedule or deviating from the project plan. 
 
We applied for and have been granted an extension for final completion at the 
end of August 2011. In our first project board meeting, we established that some 
Aspire data was more readily available than we anticipated, and identified ways 
to reconfigure the project to take advantage of a more full range of evidence. 
This slightly delayed our project start; we also want to include the full year of data 
for 11/12 (assuming students will largely complete their bursary spending by the 
end of undergraduate term), which cannot be included with an end date of July. 
We have experienced further delay in delivering and agreeing consortium 
agreements, as their complexity requires contractual advice. The Research and 
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Development Support team at UEL are helping with these, and they will be 
agreed shortly. This has not hindered progress with the project research and 
development, as all primary project partners are already fully engaged and 
involved with Students FIRST. The Project Board supports and further enables 
this collaborative working approach. As such, the agreements will act as formal 
documentation of already existing arrangements, and also make clear how and 
how much partners will receive from the funding allocation. We are on target with 
the revised project plan, which has been approved by JISC.  

3. Does the expenditure reflect the budget plan and is the latter 
still on track? 
Please list any deviation from the budget and give reasons. 
 
The expenditure reflects the revised project and budget plan, agreed by JISC. 

4. What are the three key deliverables, activities or achievements 
since the last report? 

 Deliverables/Activities/Achievements 

1 Research team conducted workshops with each of the HEI partner 
student finance teams, to map service activity using service design. 

2 Development of time lapse seqence of mapping activity for first project 
video release. 

3 Project board met on 9 November and confirmed they are happy with 
progress thus far. 

5. What progress has been made on the path towards realising 
benefits to the sector? 
In your project plan, you identified anticipated benefits to the sector and various 
stakeholders in a high level format.  Please identify whether any of these benefits 
have been realised or state what progress has been made. 
 
The protracted development time for the consortium agreements has highlighted 
the difficulties in formalising arrangements between different types of project 
partners. The final agreements will be helpful models for future interactions that 
involve more than one technology provider and an HEI, thus addressing the 
'impact' goal to 'advance sector knowledge about best practice in liaising with 
business partners to improve services for students.' Early findings suggest that 
targeted interventions of the type being explored can support student success; it 
is too early in the project to state this as a firm finding. It is clear that the 
evidence this project generates should be considered by all HEIs when 
developing future bursary or support offers, especially in light of the changes to 
HE funding and finances alongside widening participation drivers. The 
anticipated 'impact' of improving 'horizon scanning' may be overly aspirational. 
Experience of the project thus far suggests that slow up take might not only 
because of HEI structures but that interactions between private providers can 
also take considerably time to operationalise. However, once in place, we 
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anticipate that the services will combine technology in a way that moves toward 
seamless information provision and supports longevity in support provision 
mechanisms. 

6. Have there been new and additional opportunities for 
benefits? 
In our recent project board meeting, the board actively considered what benefits, 
intended and unanticipated, had already been realised. These included: 

 Linking to national priorities including the efficiency agenda and 
AMOSSHE’s Value and Impact work 

 Contributing to an evidence base to inform HE policy 

 Informing strategic thinking at partner organisations 

 Opportunities for related research 

 Being able to demonstrate the impact of a research project very quickly 

 Verification and refinement of providers’ perception of market need 

 Identifying and making available new possibilities for inclusive models of 
interaction between private providers and HEIs, and data collection 

 Adding levels of understanding to commercial data 

 Adding numerical understanding to HE assumptions 

 Moving away from silo working in both commercial and HE environments 

 Making communications to students more transparent 

Section 3: Issues 

7. Is the risk analysis that you initially carried out still current? 
Select just one option from the following list and add any further comments in 
Question 8: What's Changed and Question 9: How These Risks Have Been 
Mitigated. 
 
X Maybe (Now go to Question 8) 

8. Regarding the Risk Analysis, what's changed? 
Then go to Question 9: How These Risks Have Been Mitigated. 
 
Risk 'software not progressed' might be awarded a higher rating. Some of the 
information and detail on potential interfaces of the technologies (bursary 
platform, mobile phone apps and texting) still remains limited. Risk 'Change of 
government policy and agendas' has been realised with the English and Scottish 
White Papers. Risk 'Lack of sector engagement' is reduced by the policy 
changes in the last twelve months, and the recruitment of an independent chair 
to the project board. 

9. What have you done or what will you do to mitigate any 
changed risks? 
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Risk 'software not progressed' mitigated by: - utilising project board meetings as 
an opportunity for the private providers to meet when they might not otherwise be 
able to schedule this; development conversations happen around meetings - the 
lead in time required to enable mixed technologies to support student information 
is a key lesson to document when mapping models for best practice. Realisation 
of risk 'Change of government policy and agendas’ is a positive for the project: 
informed findings about targeted financial support provision may influence HEI 
offers in this area, which will be key in aligning the increase in fees with widening 
participation principles. 

10. Can you foresee any problems that will impact on the project 
in the next three months? 
The project is attracting substantial interest from policy groups and agencies. To 
that end, we have decided to involve an independent project board chair. We 
believe that this will offer another level of validity to the project, offering a high 
profile champion for the work, and greater dissemination opportunities. Travel, 
subsistence and other associated costs of this appointment will be met using 
'contingency' monies from the existing budget. 

11. Are there any particular areas of risk/problems with which 
JISC can help? 
The action learning approach at cluster meetings are a useful forum to work 
through issues. There are no pressing areas of risk or problems facing the 
problem at present. 

Section 4: Project Clusters 

12. Have you held a Project Cluster meeting over the past few 
months? 
Select just one option from the following list. 
 
X Yes (Now go to Question 13) 

13. What is the one piece of important learning that has come 
out of the clustering approach? 
All projects that have attempted to utilise service design and mapping 
approaches found that they cannot be quickly implemented. They take a great 
deal of time to develop, and whilst the outputs are useful, are difficult to include 
as a first stage in an 18 month project with many other objectives. 

14. Comments on Project Clustering  
Please enter any comments relating to the approach, etc. 
 
It initially proved difficult to find a date for all projects to meet, but when we did, 
the cluster was very helpful in assuring people of their journey and being part of a 
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wider, cohesive portfolio of work that will ultimately improve services to students. 
Dates for the next three meetings have been set: the host institution for each will 
handle all associated administration and communications for their respective 
meetings. 

15. Critical Friends 
Please enter any comments relating to how your project team find the critical 
friend approach (this is not an appraisal of your critical friend as an individual but 
how useful you find the approach). 
 
We have not drawn on our critical friend a great deal; this is probably because of 
the number of partners already involved in the project and the expertise they can 
offer. The critical friend was very useful at the cluster meeting and we are 
confident that should we need to draw on them in future for informal advice or 
support they will be very helpful. It might be helpful to reiterate to projects the 
confidentiality of interactions with these friends, and what follow ups projects 
might expect from their critical friend after cluster meetings. It would also be 
useful to provide some guidance on what projects can expect their critical friends 
to report in to JISC. 

16. Critical Friends 
Please enter any comments relating to how your project team find the critical 
friend approach (this is not an appraisal of your critical friend as an individual but 
how useful you find the approach). 
 
This was a useful approach, and generated great discussion. Confirmation of the 
confidentiality of this would be appreciated. 

Section 5: Planned Work 

17. What are the three key things you will be doing over the next 
three months in terms of the project plan? 

 Planned Work for the Next 3 Months 

1 Thorough data analysis, mining information from the Aspire software 
available 

2 Establishing clear linkages between different technologies and 
implementing combined information provision to students to support the 
bursary provision 

3 Increased project blogging, delivering against the monthly requirement as 
a minimum 

Section 6: Dissemination 
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18. Are you presenting anything about the project, or submitting 
a paper at/for any kind of event (both internal and external) in 
the next three months? 
Select just one option from the following list. 
 
X No (Now go to Question 20) 

19. Please provide details of dissemination opportunities 
(project presentations, paper submissions, etc) here. 
N/A 

20. What are the key headlines that we can tell people about 
your project as a result of recent work? 
Please include anything likely to resonate beyond your institution. Include things 
you didn't expect as well as things you've planned for. 
 
Initial work suggests that the assumptions about targetting bursary spend options 
for learning materials or other items linked directly to the university experience 
enhance the student experience. The full evidence and final report should be 
considered by all institutions considering their fee levels and support for widening 
participation and fair access acitivty. Service design is a useful tool but takes 
time. More work might be carried out by the original project team about potential 
users of the mapping process and designs, and how these might be expanded to 
be practical materials beyond the delivery team. 


