
 

 

 

 

 

 

Evaluation of the Succeeding at College Project for 

Ambitious about Autism, 2015-2016: 

Final Report 

 

Ioanna Bakopoulou 

Mairi Ann Cullen 

 

Centre for Educational Development, Appraisal and Research (CEDAR), 

University of Warwick 

 

May 2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Introduction 

Ambitious about Autism (www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk) is the national charity 

for children and young people with autism. It provides services, raises awareness 

and understanding, and campaigns for change. Its vision is, ‘to make the ordinary 

possible for children and young people with autism’ and its mission is, ‘to help them 

to learn, thrive and achieve’.  

 

Ambitious about Autism, with its partners, nasen and the Association of 

Colleges, was commissioned by the Department for Education (DfE) to run the 

Succeeding at College project from April 2015 until March 2016.  

The Succeeding at College project aimed to support more young people with autism 

to move from school into further education and improve their prospects of positive life 

outcomes in adulthood. The Succeeding at College project built on the earlier 

Department for Education sponsored Finished at School Programme which ran 

from April 2013 until March 2015 and involved four college–led partnerships (‘hubs’) 

supporting around 110 young people with autism to make a successful transition to 

post-school education1,2. 

 

The Succeeding at College project involved the development and delivery of new 

face-to-face training hosted by colleges in all regions across England. The training 

was based on the learning from the Finished at School Programme. Additional 

online training on person-centred thinking tools was offered to all the 

professionals who took part in the face-to-face Finished at School training. The 

Succeeding at College project also involved monitoring the learner progress of the 

young people involved in the previous Finished at School Programme Cohort 1 

(transitioned to post-school education in September 2014) and Cohort 2 (transitioned 

to post-school education in September 2015).  

 

This executive summary relates to the final report of the project. 
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Key findings 

 The one-day Finished at School training was viewed very positively. 

Participants reported that the training was effective in supporting the 

development of local partnerships, improving staff knowledge and 

understanding and inspiring improvements to the transition to post-school 

education of young people with autism. 

 The majority of the young people from the Finished at School Programme 

who left school in Summer 2014 and Summer 2015 (Cohorts 1 and 2 

respectively) made successful transitions to continuing education (62 out of 

88 (70%) young people in Cohorts 1 and 2). This compares to data from 2011 

showing that fewer than one in four young people with autism continued their 

education beyond school3. 

 More than half of the young people who were part of the two Finished at 

School Programme cohorts went to general further education colleges (51%). 

This demonstrates that, when the right support is provided, a mainstream 

FE environment can be one of the post-school options for young people with 

autism. 

 

Detailed findings 

Views of the host training college leads (N = 10) about the training 

 There were six stated reasons why these colleges decided to become 

involved in hosting the Finished at School training in their college: existing 

good working relationships with Ambitious about Autism, to promote 

recognition of their college in the region, to improve local partnerships, to 

improve existing transition practices, to learn more about enhancing facilities 

and developing the curriculum and to respond to the increase in the number 

of learners with autism enrolled in their college. 

 A number of different approaches were used by these colleges to plan and 

facilitate the transition to post-school for pupils and the majority reported a 

tailored approach around students’ individual needs.  

 The main issues in relation to transition for the colleges were: the college 

environment, the increase in independence for young people, relationships 
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with parents, information sharing, funding and the changing needs of young 

people entering FE. 

 Networking and developing partnerships and sharing information as well as 

the development of staff understanding and knowledge were reported as the 

two main hopes for the Finished at School training.  

 

Views of the training 

Views of the Finished at School training were very positive. At the end of the training 

day, the majority of the delegates were very positive about the value of the training 

and about how it had been delivered. At that time, the responding participants (N = 

513; 90% of total) felt that the training: 

 Was worthwhile (85%4). 

 Was successful in giving them ideas about ways to working effectively with 

parents and young people with autism and/or SEND to support successful 

transition to FE (83%). 

 Enabled them to understand the importance of using person-centred 

approaches (75%). 

 Increased their understanding of the current SEND policy context and the 

implications for their work (74%). 

 Supported their understanding of the importance of training and staff 

development in order to meet the new duties for colleges (73%). 

 Enabled them to explore and identify local and regional partnerships that 

could support the development of more effective school to college transition 

for young people with autism (70%). 

 

The training had been effective in inspiring almost all to reflect on at least one 

positive change they planned to make to improve the transition process for learners 

with autism in their organisation. Most of these plans centred on using the resources 

provided at the Finished at School training and establishing better links with 

supporting services, other colleges and schools in order to aid transitions.  

 

At follow-up one month later, the views of the participants (N = 125) about the 

training remained strongly positive, although slightly less so than immediately after 

the training. Participants reported that the training: 
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 Was worthwhile (78%). 

 Has increased their understanding of the current SEND policy context (69%). 

 Supported their understanding of training and staff development needs (65%). 

 Enabled them to explore and identify local and regional partnerships (62%). 

 Gave ideas of how to work more effectively with parents and young people to 

support successful transitions (61%). 

 

There was clear evidence that the majority of respondents had shared with their 

colleagues what they had learnt at the training and that these transition practices had 

been generalised to other groups of young people with special educational needs 

and disabilities.  

 

Views of two of the four Finished at School Programme College Hub Leads 

about the legacy of the programme 

 Robust transition practices, developed as a result of the Finished at School 

Programme, were reported as the main learning that had lasted in these two 

colleges.  

 The Ambitious about Autism template, designed to track the learner progress 

of the first two Cohorts from the Finished at School Programme, was felt to be 

a useful tool.  

 Regular contact between the two Finished at School Programme college hub 

leads and respective participating partner schools was maintained. Changes 

of staff roles had prevented working relationships from continuing in some 

cases for colleges and the participating schools. Very positive working 

relationships with the parents of the young people were reported, alongside 

developments in the way these two colleges worked with parents. 

Analysis of the Learner Data 

 The great majority of young people from Cohorts 1 and 2 moved on to 

positive post-school destinations.  

o From Cohort 1, 96% of the young people initially identified 

successfully transitioned to post-school education, and 68% of them 

moved on to attend general FE colleges.  

o From Cohort 2, 53% of the young people moved to post-school 

education of which 39% transitioned to general FE colleges; 29% 



chose to stay on in school possibly reflecting the national context of 

Raising Participation Age (RPA) to encourage more young people to 

stay in education, training or apprenticeships for longer5.  

 These numbers clearly highlight the success of the Finished at School 

Programme. 

Conclusions 

It is clear from the evaluation data collected that the Finished at School training was 

largely welcomed by the training participants. The views of the participants were that 

the training was effective in identifying ways of working effectively with parents and 

young people to support successful transition. The training also inspired positive 

changes in practice, including the use of the resources provided at the Finished at 

School training and the recognition of the need to establish better links with 

supporting services, other colleges and schools in order to aid transition. These 

practices have been generalised to other groups of young people with special 

educational needs and disabilities. 

Analysis of the learner data showed that a great majority (96% from Cohort 1 and 

53% from Cohort 2) of the young people from Cohorts 1 and 2 successfully 

transitioned to post-school education. Most importantly, the Finished at School 

Programme has demonstrated that, with locally coordinated person-centred transition 

planning, reasonable adjustments, and appropriate tailored support, many more 

young people with complex autism can access general FE colleges successfully. 

Recommendations 

Based on the data collected for the evaluation of the Finished at School Programme, 

we make the following recommendations. 

 

Recommendations to Ambitious about Autism and its partners 

 Work to promote positive, person-centred, outcome-focused transition 

planning for young people with autism should continue across the Education, 

Health and Care sectors. 

 The work should expand to encompass, not only the transition pathways from 

school to college or training for work, but also from college or training to a 

fulfilling adult life. 

                                                
5
 Participation of young people in education, employment or training. Statutory guidance for 

local authorities. Department for Education (September 2014). 



 Ambitious about Autism and its partners should encourage relevant staff in all 

secondary schools and general further education colleges to access the 

Finished at School training as well as further training in person-centred 

approaches.  

 Ambitious about Autism should also continue to encourage access to general 

training such as the Autism Education Trust training in understanding the 

implications of autism - for learners and for educational providers. 

 

Recommendations to Local Authorities (including commissioners) and 

partners 

 Local authority staff should seek to access the Finished at School training in 

order to successfully engage with local schools and colleges in supporting the 

transitions of young people with autism to further education.  

 Local authorities should support the creation of Finished at School-style 

partnership hubs to enable a strategic focus on successful transition to further 

education or training for local young people with autism. 

 Local authorities, working with relevant partners including parents and young 

people, should ensure that the Local Offer includes post-school provision to 

support the aspirations of all local young people with autism, across the full 

autism spectrum, and to enable them to lead fulfilling lives in their local area. 

 

Recommendations to general Further Education colleges 

 In relation to young people with autism, the general further education sector, 

‘must use their best endeavours to secure the special educational provision 

that the young person needs’6 - as part of this duty, the sector should learn 

from the good practice approaches to transition from school to college, as 

exemplified in the Finished at School Programme. 7. 

 Further education colleges should work with Local Authorities to ensure that 

specific information about courses and facilities for potential and existing 

learners with autism is part of the Local Offer. 

 Each further education college should, as far as possible, enable young 

people with autism to have opportunities to find out about the range of 
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courses offered at college, recognising that the young people may need 

support from parents or school and/or college staff to take up these 

opportunities. College staff should be aware of and act upon the requirement 

to have a bespoke transition plan in place for each young person with autism 

wishing to attend a college. 

 Further Education colleges should develop outcomes-focussed personalised 

study programmes based on the aspirations in individual’s Education, Health 

and Care plan. 

 As far as possible, each college should plan alongside feeder local authorities 

and schools to ensure that a college representative is invited to attend, and 

attends, annual reviews from Year 9 onwards for any learner with autism 

(including those with complex autism) who would like or is able to transition to 

college. 

 To support the requirements of the Equality Act 2010, and the Children and 

Families Act 2014, every general further education college should make ‘best 

endeavours’8 to include in its Quality and Improvement Plan and Equality and 

Diversity policies a commitment to staff training on autism awareness and to 

embedding effective practice supporting learners with autism. All staff in 

general further education colleges should have access to at least awareness-

raising training on autism from a credible provider. 

 

Recommendations to senior leaders in secondary schools 

 All secondary schools should adopt as far as possible the good practice in 

transition planning recommended in the SEND Code of Practice 0-25 years 

and highlighted by the Finished at School Programme. 

 All secondary schools should ensure that, from Year 9 onwards, young 

people with autism and their parents are supported to be involved in person-

centred planning for transition to further education or training after the end of 

schooling. 

 All secondary schools should allocate time to the special educational needs 

coordinator (SENCO) or another appropriate staff member to work with the 

local authority and relevant partners, including local further education 

colleges, to support strategic and operational planning for successful post-
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school transitions for young people with autism, including passing on 

information to colleges about young people’s educational achievements, 

areas for development and autism-specific support needs. 

 All staff in secondary schools should have access to at least awareness-

raising training on autism from a credible provider, such as the Autism 

Education Trust, and time to embed new or enhanced learning into practice. 

 All relevant staff in secondary schools should have access to the Finished at 

School training and training in person-centred ways of working with young 

people, including those with autism, and time allocated to embed new or 

enhanced learning into practice. 

 

 


