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A pioneering programme
Even before the pandemic struck, traditional 
university outreach programmes were often 
‘too little, too late’ for many of the most 
disadvantaged young people. Now more than 
ever, with educational inequalities growing 
to unprecedented levels, bigger, bolder and 
more ambitious interventions are required, in 
order to address early disadvantage and to 
raise attainment among younger pupils.

To address this, St John’s College, Oxford 
has created the pioneering sustained-contact 
Pre-GCSE Inspire Programme for pupils in 
Years 9-11 (aged 13-16). Following the success 
of the Programme in the London Boroughs of 
Ealing and Harrow, we are seeking funding 
for a significant expansion of Inspire into the 
college’s other link regions, to enable the 
benefits of the Programme to reach a wider 
cohort of pupils and teachers.

St John’s is linked to 
the following local 

authority areas... 

The COVID-19 pandemic 
has brought about a level of 
disruption to young people’s 
educations at a scale previously 
unimaginable in modern times. 
And at every stage of this crisis, 
young people from the poorest 
backgrounds have been hit the 
hardest.
The Sutton Trust, ‘Learning in Lockdown’ 
Research Brief, January 2021

“

These local authorities contain areas of real and 
pressing need in terms of young people’s progression 
to university.

According to the most recent measures of 
young people’s participation in higher education, 
Southampton, West Sussex, Ealing, and Harrow 
are all below the England-wide average of 40%. In 
some parts of these local authorities, the gaps are 
substantial.

It is also well-established that even in areas of 
relatively high progression to higher education, there 
is a significant gap between pupils of different ethnic 
backgrounds. In both Ealing and Harrow, a majority of 
pupils in state-funded secondary schools are of Black, 
Asian or Mixed ethnic background: 55% in Ealing and 
67% in Harrow, compared with 24% nationally.

HARROW

EALING

Where we work

EAST SUSSEX

Average higher 
education participation 
rate in Hastings: 24%

BRIGHTON & HOVE

Average higher education 
participation rate in some 
postcode areas: 11%

WEST SUSSEX

Average higher 
education participation 
rate in Adur: 27%

SOUTHAMPTON

Average higher education 
participation rate: 29%
Almost a quarter (24%) of 
state-funded secondary pupils 
were eligible for Free School 
Meals in 2020, compared to 
nationwide (16%).



The Pre-GCSE Inspire Programme 
takes cohorts of 14 pupils from each 
participating non-selective state school 
through a three-year sustained-contact 
programme. Pupils are selected to 
take part based on a combination of 
academic and socio-economic criteria, 
to ensure that the Programme reaches 
those who will benefit most.

What is the Inspire Programme?
Each school has a designated Teacher 
Coordinator to run all Inspire activities within 
their school, while a Project Coordinator based 
at St John’s College, Oxford will be responsible 
for the overall operation of the Programme.

A complete package of high-quality 
educational resources, event templates, and 
administration and communications material 
for the whole three-year Programme has been 
developed, ready to be rolled out in new areas.

The Programme comprises:
Inspire Clubs
After-School Clubs run fortnightly, led 
by each school’s Teacher Coordinator. 
These Inspire Clubs cover a full range 
of subjects, across both STEM and the 
Arts & Humanities, and are designed to 
encourage pupils to engage with subjects 
in new, creative and stimulating ways that 
go beyond the school curriculum.

Aspiration Days
Participating schools can apply annually 
for competitive funding to run Aspiration 
Days for their pupils on the Inspire 
Programme. These grants support 
exciting, educational activities such as 
museum visits, theatre trips and in-school 
workshops.

Visit Days
Every participant will have the opportunity to 
visit St John’s College, Oxford with their school 
group over the course of the Programme. Each 
Visit Day comprises a combination of academic 
and recreational activities within the College and 
around Oxford, such as trips to the university 
museums, and critical thinking workshops.

Digital Extension Activities
Participants will take part in four online critical 
thinking classes on Inspire Digital. Each of these 
classes will be accompanied by a competition, 
providing participants with a variety of 
supplementary extension activities beyond the 
face-to-face components of the Programme. 

Teacher Engagement
An annual Inspire Teachers’ Conference is held 
in the college, bringing together all Teacher 
Coordinators on the Programme with St John’s 
academics and expert keynote speakers. This 
allows sharing of best practice across the 
Programme and gives teachers access to high-
quality professional development.

Summer Schools
Each year, participants from each school’s cohort 
are selected to attend a Residential Summer 
School at St John’s. The programme of academic 
activities, taster lectures, debates, and more, 
is supplemented by a recreational programme 
including games, punting, and theatre. All other 
participants are eligible to join a bespoke Virtual 
Summer School on Inspire Digital, involving 
lectures and talks, virtual tours, interactive 
challenges and competitions, and specially-
designed content created in collaboration 

with Oxford departments, museums, and other 
external partners.



What makes this outreach 
programme unique?
The Pre-GCSE Inspire Programme starts early, 
engaging with pupils from Year 9 (age 13). It is 
sustained, curriculum-focused, and locally-
delivered, taking a cohort of participants 
through a full, three-year programme, and is 
provided at no cost to participating schools 
and pupils. The Programme is administered 
by a dedicated Programme Coordinator 
based in Oxford, and delivered in schools 
by Teacher Coordinators, selected by their 
schools to take on this leadership role. The 
Programme is fully evaluated using pre-
prepared evaluation toolkits.

It has been really positive 
from the moment we told the 
chosen pupils. It has really 
motivated them. They are 
not normally told much if 
anything about Oxford, so 
they are really excited.
Teacher Coordinator

“

Right: Examples of work produced 
by pupils on the Programme

Support pupils with 
inspiring super-curricular 
content and resources for 
in-depth study

Inspire looks at the needs of the highly-able pupil in 
the round to:

Provide stimulating and 
exciting extra-curricular 
activities, to develop 
both academic and non-
academic skills

Raise pupils’ aspirations 
and self-belief about 
their potential to achieve 
through ongoing Inspire 
workshops locally

Inspire further the most 
able pupils through 
attendance at a St John’s 
Summer School

Disseminate best 
practice across schools to 
support a wider range of 
able pupils

Develop teacher 
understanding of how 
best to support highly-
able pupils



Teachers

My pupils/I learned a lot from the Inspire Clubs 

My pupils/I enjoyed the Inspire Clubs
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Teachers

95% 
of pupils either agreed 
or strongly agreed 
that they enjoyed the 
Inspire Clubs

100% 
of teachers either 
agreed or strongly 
agreed that their pupils 
learned a lot from the 
after school clubs

What have people 
said about us?

It’s been fantastic. I’ve been very 
lucky with my 14 pupils - they are 
superb and engaged. That’s partly 
down to them but also to do with how 
enjoyable the course has been.

Teacher Coordinator

“

I feel this programme really helps to 
give us all that extra push so that we 
can extend to the best of our abilities 
because we are all capable. This just 
gives us more knowledge which helps 
to make us understand a variety of 
subjects.

Pupil Participant

“
It was a brilliant programme. Some 
of our pupils who struggle with 
confidence for various reasons 
benefited from this. They grew in 
confidence and started to think of 
themselves as skilled academics. I 
cannot wait to run it next year.

Teacher Coordinator

“

The after-school clubs have been 
extremely beneficial. I liked the 
material as it was different to the 
things you would normally learn 
in school. I liked the depth of the 
information taught too.

Teacher Coordinator

“

What do participants 
think?



The students have really enjoyed being part of the 
Inspire programme. The Aspiration Days were a huge 
success and all the students involved came back into 
school with stories about what they had seen and 
done, as well as the different students from other 
schools that they had met. 

The in-school and online sessions have also given 
them a much broader understanding about the 
world around them and opened their eyes to 
potential paths they could go down at sixth form 

and university. The enthusiasm and engagement the 
students have shown has highlighted to me just how 
important programmes like this are for the students.

Phoebe

“

I am passionate about increasing opportunities 
in higher education for disadvantaged 
students who are intellectually bright. Coming 
from a disadvantaged background myself, I 
am too familiar with the struggles students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds face 
when accessing higher education… The 
students have thoroughly enjoyed being 
part of the Inspire Programme and 
have highlighted that it has had a direct 
impact on their learning in school.

Davinder (pictured right)

“

The Inspire Programme… offers students an incredible opportunity to widen 
their horizons and expand the way they think. The students have enjoyed 
exploring topics which they would otherwise have never studied – from 
looking at the Maths in football to the evolution of language, they’ve 
seen inter-disciplinary links, augmenting their study of these 
subjects. The group have bonded well together, and the club has 
allowed them a space in which to express their intellectual curiosity 
beyond the curriculum.

Meera

“ Meet our teacher 
coordinators

It gives me great pride to be a part 
of the Inspire Programme… Students 
have developed a wide range of 
skills and knowledge through the 
programme, ranging from analytical 
skills, social skills, exposure to 
a variety of excellent learning 
workshops and sessions, and the 
development of their aspiration to 
work towards a programme in a top 
university.

Benjamin

“ I have been involved in the 
programme for the last two 
years and am pleased to say 
it has become a great success 
within school and especially 
with the students involved. The 
students really enjoy the fortnightly 
sessions and were especially keen 
to get back following lockdown.
Rebecca (pictured right)

“

Most of our cohort will be the first in 
their family to go to university and it 
has been amazing watching them 
grapple with topics from volcanoes to 
rhythm and the origins of music as they 
start to understand the true breadth 
of knowledge that they might have 
access to in their futures. Over the 
last two years they have developed 
as a group and built each other up, 
really loving the problem solving 
that many of the after-school 
sessions brought.

Jacob (pictured right)

“



  

 St John’s College website www.sjc.ox.ac.uk

Inspire Programme website
Phone

www.sjcinspire.com

01865 277300

Instagram sjc_access

Twitter @sjc_access

Facebook sjc.oxford

YouTube StJohnsCollegeOxford

Contact us
For enquiries, please contact:

Professor Maggie Snowling CBE, FBA, FMedSci, President:  president@sjc.ox.ac.uk
Robert Crow, Development Director:  robert.crow@sjc.ox.ac.uk
Dr Sandra Campbell, Fellow for Access & Admissions: sandra.campbell@sjc.ox.ac.uk


