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IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    

 

Like many developed nations, the UK suffers from disparity of opportunity; nowhere is this 

seen more readily than in education. A child from a socio-economically disadvantaged family 

is 3 times less likely to progress to university, and 7 times less likely than the most affluent 

children to attend the most selective universities (Crawford et al., 2015). It is also widely 

accepted that attending university increases lifetime earnings potential; graduates on 

average earn £500,000 more over their lifetime (Anderson, 2015). 

 

The introduction of tuition fees in 1999 and subsequent increases to £3,000p.a. (2006) and 

£9,000p.a. (2012) have raised concerns amongst policymakers and the public at large of 

exacerbating this disparity further. Therefore, the ability to raise fees also came with 

obligations to increase university participation of students from underrepresented 

backgrounds. Underrepresented has a broad definition, but focuses on geographies where 

progression to university is significantly below national averages. There is not a stated racial 

or gender focus. 

 

Widening Participation Teams were subsequently established at Universities across the UK in 

2011, tasked with coordinating and delivering efforts to encourage applications from 

underrepresented populations. To charge above £6,000p.a., universities were required to 

submit an Access Agreement to the Director of Fair Access, formalizing their plans to increase 

participation from underrepresented groups. 

 

Our client was the Widening Participation Team at King’s College London (KCLWP). King’s is a 

member of the highly selective Russell Group of UK universities. These universities are 

considered the leaders in research and the most prestigious to attend; analogous to the U.S. 

Ivy League. KCLWP runs a wide range of activities with children aged 11 to 18. They are avid 

users of behavioral science, currently running several Random Control Trials (RCTs) with 

Behavioural Insights Team (BIT) and keen readers of all literature.  

 

KCLWP felt that while there has been extensive focus on engaging with students, efforts to 

increase the aspirations of parents has been less thoroughly researched. Given the powerful 

effect parents can have on shaping the aspirations and attainment of their children (Phillips & 

Newton, 2014; Goodman & Gregg, 2010), KCLWP asked us to examine how nudges could be 

used to increase parental engagement to drive higher application rates to university amongst 

their children.  

 

 

Factors Influencing Students’ Decision to Apply to UniversityFactors Influencing Students’ Decision to Apply to UniversityFactors Influencing Students’ Decision to Apply to UniversityFactors Influencing Students’ Decision to Apply to University 

 

A vast amount of academic and industry research has focused on understanding the factors 

that influence students’ decisions to apply to university.  These factors include academic 

achievement and preparation (Gorard, 2006; Baars, Mulcahy, Bernardes, 2016), student 

interests (Kintrea, St Clair, & Houston, 2011), role models (Baars, Mulcahy, & Bernardes, 

2016), parent aspirations (Phillips & Newton, 2014; Goodman & Gregg, 2010), school and 

community norms (Kintrea, St Clair, & Houston, 2011), student’s knowledge about the 

application process (Zimdars et al., 2009; Maguire et al., 2000), social support (Baars, 
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Mulcahy, & Bernardes, 2016), perceptions of affordability, attractiveness of alternative 

options (Baars, Mulcahy, & Bernardes, 2016), peers (Hillman and Robinson, 2015), parental 

knowledge about university and support from parents (Reay et al., 2001; Archer et al., 2002; 

Zimdars et al., 2009), and perceptions about whether university is “worth it” (Bowes et al., 

2015; Baars, Mulcahy, & Bernardes, 2016). 

 

We grouped these factors into categories to develop a parsimonious framework for 

understanding the factors that influence students’ decisions to apply to university. We 

identified four main categories of factors: student ability, student aspirations, the aspirations 

and expectations of parents and other significant people in the students’ lives, and the 

students’ perceptions of the value of university (see Figure 1). Ability encompasses factors 

that affect the student’s capability to attend university, which include the students’ academic 

achievements, knowledge about the application process, and social and financial support. 

Student aspirations reflect the desire of the student to attend university, while others’ 

aspirations and expectations pertain to whether parents, friends, teachers, and others in the 

students’ lives expect and encourage the student to attend university. Perceived value of 

university refers to whether students view the costs of university – money, time, and effort – 

to be worth the monetary, emotional, and social returns they expect to receive from 

attending. These categories may not be mutually exclusive, and may interact with one 

another; for example, students who aspire to attend university may work harder in school as 

a result, thereby increasing their academic achievement, which we categorize as “ability.” 

 

 
Figure 1. Framework of factors influencing students’ decision to apply to university. 

 

For students aged 11 to 14 (years 7 to 9 in secondary school) – the age range of the students 

we were focused on -- parent aspirations and expectations have a significant influence on 

students’ attainment, aspirations, and choices that later impact the child’s ability to go to 

university (Phillips & Newton, 2014; Goodman & Gregg, 2010). Our own preliminary, 
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qualitative research reiterated this point. One student from a disadvantaged background who 

ended up attending university cited her reason for attending university as: “it was assumed 

that I would go. It was almost like there was never any other option” (Kings’ Scholar Student 

Ambassador Interview, 1/10/2017). An Amazon Mechanical Turk Survey of adults found that 

those who attended university frequently cited “my parents expected me to go” or “there 

was no other option” as the reasons they applied to university (Amazon Mechanical Turk 

Survey, 12/07/2016). 

 

Although 97% of parents aspire for their children to attend university when their children are 

born, by age 14 only 53% of low-income parents want or expect their children to go to 

university (Kintrea, St Clair, & Houston, 2011). This suggests that although parent aspirations 

play a significant role in students’ decision to apply to university, the aspirations of parents of 

underprivileged students also seem to dramatically decrease during secondary school. Thus, 

we chose to focus on ways to maintain or increase the aspirations of parents of secondary 

school students.  

 

 

Exploratory Research on Parent Aspirations 

 

Early-stage qualitative research conducted by our team seemed to suggest that financial 

issues were the main reason for a decline in parental aspirations. We conducted interviews 

with students, teachers, and educational experts to understand parents’ expectations about 

university (see Figure 2). In addition, we engaged in participant observation of parent 

meetings for high-achieving students at a secondary school in London. The qualitative data 

gathered from these interviews and meetings suggested that parents were deeply concerned 

about the affordability of university. For example, when asked what questions she had about 

university for her child, a parent at the parent meeting stated, “the cost of university” (Harris 

Academy King’s Scholars’ Parents Meeting, 1/12/2017). Teachers echoed this sentiment. One 

teacher told us, 

 

We have quite a few parents who are concerned regarding financing the studies. They 

don’t understand how it works, and even if they know how it works, they are kind of 

afraid that their child is going to be in debt, and that thinking about the burden of 

debt is discouraging them from sending their child to university [even at this age] 

(Teacher Interview, 1/11/2017) 

 

A current university student who came from an underrepresented background said that her 

parents were “completely uninvolved,” and the only instance of involvement occurred when 

her father “attended one information session, but it was about student finance rather than 

university” (King’s Scholars Student Ambassador Interview, 1/10/2017). 
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Figure 2. List of informants we interviewed. 

 

A qualitative survey of UK adults conducted on Amazon Mechanical Turk found that many 

people perceived university to be unaffordable. When asked how they view university, 

respondents said that university is “expensive, and does not guarantee a good job” and that 

the costs of university were “prohibitive” (Amazon Mechanical Turk Survey, 12/07/2016). 

These responses are pervasive despite the efforts of the UK government to ensure that 

university is affordable to all students. University tuitions are capped below the true cost of 

education, and the government gives all students below market rate interest loans that 

require no repayment until the students’ annual income exceeds £21,000. Even when the 

student reaches this threshold, the amount that the student pays back each month is a tiny 

fraction of their salary. For example, if a student makes £26,000 per year, their monthly 

repayment would be less than £40 per month (Brightside Student Calculator) – roughly the 

cost of a cell phone bill. Furthermore, highly selective universities are often cheaper to 

attend than less selective universities; this is because highly selective universities usually have 

more resources to spend on financial aid, and often given low-income or underrepresented 

students grants or bursaries that they never have to pay back. 

 

Because our qualitative research seemed to suggest that parents were deeply concerned 

about financing university, and because it appeared that misperceptions surrounding the 

affordability of university were linked to parents’ low aspirations for their children to attend 

university, we elected to run a small-scale, online, randomized controlled trial (RCT) to see if 

we could nudge parent aspirations by providing them with corrective information about 

financing university. Using Prolific Academic, we recruited parents in the UK who made less 

than £30,000 per year and who had a child aged 11 to 16. In the control condition, we 

provided no information about university, and simply asked parents to indicate how much 

they wanted their child to attend a (highly selective) university, how much they expected 

their child to attend a (highly selective) university, and how much they agreed with various 

statements about university and their child’s education. In the treatment condition, we 

provided parents with a few sentences of simple information about the affordability of 

university. We then asked parents the same questions as in the control condition. We found 

that parents in the treatment condition were significantly more likely to agree with the 
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statement “highly selective universities are affordable” (M=3.66) as compared to parents in 

the control condition (M=2.19), t(72)=-5.70, p<.00001. Thus, providing factual information 

about university financing did shift parents’ beliefs about the affordability of university. 

However, corrective beliefs did not translate into changes in parent aspirations; parents in 

the treatment condition were marginally less likely to say that they wanted their child to go 

to a selective university (M=4.46) as compared to parents in the control condition (M=4.97), 

t(72)=1.67, p=.09. Thus, although providing information about the affordability of university 

does appear to shift parental beliefs, correcting financial misperceptions does not appear to 

influence parental aspirations or expectations. This result also partially parallels previous 

research by BIT, which found that providing financial information about university to parents 

may actually decrease student aspirations to attend university (Behavioral Insights Team, 

2015). 

 

Based on the results of our small-scale pilot RCT and complementary research by BIT, we 

concluded that providing corrective financial information to parents would not be an 

effective means of nudging parental aspirations. Thus, we chose to focus on other behavioral 

interventions that could influence parental aspirations more directly. 

 

 

The Behavioral Science of Aspirations & Expectations 

 

Aspirations and expectations are goal-oriented attitudes or beliefs that people hold about the 

future. Following previous research, we use these terms interchangeably (i.e. Abu-Hilal, 2000, 

p. 76). Abundant research shows that attitudes can be shifted or changed over time (i.e. Maio 

& Haddock, 2014), though sometimes these changes are fleeting (e.g. Cialdini et al 1976 

while other times the changes are permanent (e.g. Schwarz, 2007; Schwarz & Bohner, 2001). 

Because attitudes and aspirations are malleable, any intervention targeting parental 

aspirations must be designed so as to produce persistent change, not just temporary shifts. 

Frey and Rogers (2014) identified aspects of interventions that may lead to persistent 

changes. These include features that build habits, correct erroneous beliefs, modify self-

perceptions, alter how people interpret ambiguous information, change future costs, or 

generate external systems that reinforce the changes (see Appendix 1 for more detail on the 

behavioral science underlying each of these persistence pathways). 

 

One way to change future costs -- and therefore increase the likelihood that a change will 

persist – is through commitment devices. Commitment devices are arrangements that allow 

people to voluntarily select a binding penalty if they fail to achieve a self-selected goal (Bryan, 

Karlan, & Nelson, 2010; Rogers, Milkman, & Volpp, 2014). “Soft” commitment devices are 

arrangements in which the penalty is primarily psychological, as opposed to monetary (Bryan, 

Karlan, & Nelson, 2010). Opting into a commitment device increases the cost of failing to 

achieve the goal in the future, which makes it more likely that they will indeed follow-through 

and achieve their objective at a later point in time.  Thus, interventions that use commitment 

devices may be effective at permanently increasing and sustaining parent aspirations to send 

their children to university in the future. 

 

Previous research has shown that soft commitment devices coupled with reminders may be 

particularly effective at producing persistent behavior change. For example, Himmler, Jackle, 
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& Weinschenk (2016) conducted a field experiment in universities in which some students 

signed a non-binding agreement to stay on track, and then received periodic reminders about 

the agreement they signed. Students who had signed the soft commitment and received the 

reminders were more likely to make progress through university and were more likely to pass 

exams than students who did not sign the agreement or those that only received reminders. 

Interventions leveraging commitment devices and reminders have also been used to nudge 

other educational outcomes, such as increasing the time that parents spend reading to 

children (Mayer et al., 2015). 

 

Thus, based on the previous successes of these types of interventions, we opted to design an 

RCT that incorporated a soft commitment device and reminders. Because, to the best of our 

knowledge, this combination has not been used to permanently nudge aspirations, we opted 

to design a randomized controlled trial that tested the effect of soft commitments, 

reminders, and the combination on increasing parent aspirations to send their children to 

university. 

 

 

Intervention Design Intervention Design Intervention Design Intervention Design     

 

Soft Commitment Device: Parent Contract 

 

In our conversations with teachers from King Solomon Academy in London and from KIPP 

charter schools in the U.S., we learned that a number of schools begin the academic year 

with contracts outlining the responsibilities and commitments of the students, parents, and 

teachers at the school (Teacher interview, 1/11/2017; Garvey, 10/27/2016). These contracts 

are often required to be signed by all three parties in order for the student to attend the 

school. However, to our knowledge, the effect of these contracts has not examined in the 

context of nudging parental aspirations for university, particularly in socio-economically 

disadvantaged families in the U.K. 

 

Taking inspiration from this, we designed a soft commitment device in the form of a contract 

between the school and the parent. This contract highlights the joint responsibilities of the 

school and the parent in helping the student achieve academic success.  The parent will be 

required to review and discuss the form with their child, sign the contract, and return the 

contract to the school at the beginning of the academic year.  Two copies of the contract will 

be provided, so that the parent will be able to keep one copy of the contract for 

reference.  In signing the contract, the parent will be making a psychological commitment to 

support their child in their academic attainment.  

 

To test the effect of including university-specific language on the contract, we recommend 

running an RCT with two versions of the contract intervention. The first version is the 

“Standard Parent Contract” which includes standard parental responsibilities in helping the 

student attain a good education, but does not include any university-specific language (Figure 

3).  The second version will be a “University Parent Contract,” which includes additional 

language specific to qualification for university and other forms of higher education (Figure 

4). 
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Each student’s parents will receive either the “Standard” version or the “University” version 

of the contract. In an ideal world, we would also test a control group in which the parents 

would receive no contract, in order to understand the effect of the mere presence of a 

contract. However, we have not considered this for two reasons. First, as the RCT will be 

randomized at the classroom level rather than at the school level (see details in the 

Methodology section below), it will be unreasonable to require a school to send contracts to 

some parents while withholding it from other parents, due to both logistics and potential 

spillover effects. Second, based on the number of classrooms we will be able to reach 

through an academy chain, we will not have enough statistical power to include the “no 

contract” condition in addition to the two contract conditions. 

 

 

Reminder Device: School Reports 

 

For the reminders of the parent’s soft commitment, we recommend utilizing the student’s 

school reports as a vehicle for communication, given that school reports are already 

delivered to parents on a regular basis in most schools (typically three times each academic 

year). A student’s school report will contain the student’s grades in each subject matter. 

Parents will be expected to discuss these reports with their children upon receiving them and 

will be responsible for returning a signed copy of the report to the school.  Signing this report 

may serve as a psychological reminder to the parent of the contract they signed at the 

beginning of the year. 

 

As with the parent contracts, we have designed two versions of the school report 

intervention to be tested in separate conditions.  The first version of the intervention is the 

“Standard School Report,” which will include no additional information beyond the student’s 

academic performance and attendance (Figure 5).  

 

The second version is the “University School Report,” which will include four main pieces of 

additional information regarding the student’s potential university options and career 

pathways (Figure 6).  

 

• First, based on the student’s grades, the report will include a sentence at the top 

stating “Your child is on track to attend university.” This will serve as a reminder to 

the parents that university is a goal that they are working towards. 

 

Note: Whether a student is “on track for university” will be determined based on the 

student’s academic performance in core subjects – the exact criteria for what is 

considered “on track” will be determined in partnership with the academy chain in 

which this is implemented.  For students with poor grades who would not be 

considered on track to attend university, the school would send an alternative report 

containing study tips and advice on how the student can improve their academic 

performance. This ‘study tips/advice’ version of the school report is included to avoid 

falsely reporting that a low-performing student is ‘on track’ to attend university. We 

do not intend to analyze the effects of this ‘study tip/advice’ version of the school 

reports at this time.  
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• Second, the report will highlight the subjects that the student is performing 

particularly well in (e.g., “Your child shows very high potential in Maths, History, and 

Music”). 

 

• Third, the report will highlight one of the core subjects the child is doing well in and 

will include examples of courses of study they could pursue at highly selective 

universities, should they continue to do well in that subject through GCSEs and A-

levels. (e.g., continuing to do well in History could set the student up to study 

Philosophy, Politics and Economics (PPE) at Oxford University). Many of the high-

achieving students will have high marks in multiple core subjects, and in this case, 

each school report they receive throughout the year will highlight a different core 

subject. 

 

The purpose of including this information is two-fold. First, by including the names of 

highly selective universities on the report, we hypothesize that this repeated 

exposure will raise parent aspirations for their child to apply to a highly selective 

university. Second, in our conversations with the Widening Participation team at 

King’s College London and with parents at Harris Academy, we found that parents 

from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds often have limited knowledge or 

aspirations for potential courses of study at universities. The courses of study that 

parents most often want their children to pursue are Law, Medicine, and Engineering. 

However, these are also the most competitive courses of study at every university; 

therefore, if students are only applying to these courses, then they will have a much 

lower likelihood of admission into a highly selective university. By including different 

courses of study, we hope to increase parental knowledge of the available courses of 

study in university. 

 

• Finally, the school report includes potential career pathways that the child could 

pursue should they continue to excel in the selected subject. The intent of this is also 

to help parents form the mental connection between GCSE/A-level subjects, 

university courses, and future career options.  
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Figure 3. Standard Parent Contract. This contract includes no language specific to university. 
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Figure 4. University Parent Contract. Includes language specific to university and other forms 

of higher education (highlighted in the red boxes) 
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Figure 5. Standard School Report. Includes only the student’s grades in each subject. 

 

 

Figure 6. University School Report. In addition to student grades, this version also includes 

university-specific language and information on potential courses of study at highly selective 

universities and career pathways (highlighted in the red box) 
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Primary RCT MethodologyPrimary RCT MethodologyPrimary RCT MethodologyPrimary RCT Methodology    

 

Treatments 

 

We will test the effect of these interventions through a randomized controlled trail that 

employs a 2x2 experimental design (type of contract vs. type of reminder). Thus there will be 

four conditions in our experiment: 

 
Figure 7: Conditions for our RCT. 

 

Sample 

 

Because our interventions attempt to shift aspirations in a way that persists over time, we 

are interested in being able to detect medium to large effect sizes (i.e. effect sizes of 0.5 or 

larger). We are less interested in smaller effect sizes, as smaller effect sizes may be more 

prone to eroding over time. Thus, we conducted a power calculation to determine the 

sample sizes we would need for each condition to detect an effect size of at least 0.5. 

Assuming a Type I error rate of 0.05, a Type II error rate of 0.80, a standard deviation of .9, 

and an effect size of 0.5, this means that we would need at least 51 observations per 

condition. Given the high risk of spillover effects within any particular classroom, we felt it 

was not possible to randomize at the individual student level. Therefore, we decided to 

randomize at the classroom level. Thus, our 51 observations per condition became 51 

classrooms, and 204 classrooms in total across all 4 conditions. 

 

Recruiting over 200 classrooms would require working across multiple secondary schools 

(middle school). While school size varies significantly, a conservative assumption would have 

4 classrooms of 30 students each, per school year. Given that we are targeting children 

between 11 and 14, this gives us 3 year groups to work with in each school and therefore 12 

classrooms per school. Achieving our required threshold of 204 classrooms would therefore 

require at least 17 participating schools. 

 

Working across multiple schools creates challenges in consistently applying the treatments. 

However, the UK schools system increasingly features Academy chains - groups of schools 

with central administration operating multiple schools under a common philosophy. Crucially, 

they have similar operating procedures across these schools (for example, the format and 

frequency of school reports). Given the bonus of consistency in application and also the ease 

of recruiting one partner rather than 17 separate institutions, we propose working with an 

Academy Chain to implement the RCT. 
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Outcome Variable 

 

Because the objective of our interventions is to raise parental aspirations, we need a way to 

measure this direct effect. Therefore, we chose not to focus on measuring student 

attainment metrics such as performance in national tests or attendance at school. Instead, 

we propose administering a survey directly to parents at set intervals over the school year. 

The survey will ask parents to rate their aspirations and expectations for their child to attend 

university. For example: 

 

On a scale of 0-10, where 0 is not at all and 10 is very much, how much do you want your 

children to attend university? 

 

and 

 

On a scale of 0-10, where 0 is extremely unlikely and 10 is extremely likely, how likely do you 

think it is that you child will attend university? 

 

Our expectation is that parents receiving both university treatments (university-related 

contract and school reports with university-related reminders) will score significantly higher 

on these measures than our conditions with non-university specific interventions. 

 

Delivery of Intervention 

 
Figure 8: Timeline for interventions and measurement. 

 

The first intervention, the parental contract, would be delivered at the start of the school 

year (see figure 8). All the parents in a single classroom would be randomized to receive one 

of the two versions of the parental contract. This would be followed by the initial parent 

survey to establish a baseline measure. The second intervention, the school report, would 
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follow at the end of each school term (3 per year). Again, all of the parents in the same 

classroom would be randomly assigned to either receive the standard school reports or the 

university school reports. They would receive the same type of school report each time. After 

the first and second school reports we would administer the survey to attempt to identify an 

effect. There may potentially be a final survey at the end of the year, if it is possible for 

students to return the survey. 

 

All interventions would be mailed directly to the parents (attempting to further minimize 

spillover effects and also to emphasize the importance of the information and ensure 

delivery). The completed survey and signed contracts and school reports would be returned 

by the child to their form tutor. This is a practice they will be used to doing, as students are 

often required to return various forms to the school throughout the year.  

 

 

Next Steps 

 

Next steps to implement this RCT require firstly partnering with a large Academy Chain. 

Examples of suitable chains – that is, those that have enough schools and classrooms to test 

these interventions -- include Harris, Ark and Outwood Grange. All have the advantage of 

national reach, ensuring any effects demonstrated are not unique to one geographic area or 

racial/socio-economic group. Working with the chain, we would need to confirm we reach 

the threshold of 204 classrooms; given our conservative calculations for the number of 

classrooms available in an academy chain, this should be achieved.  

 

Finally, we will need to adapt our interventions to implement them in the participating 

schools, incorporating the design of their existing school reports and ensuring they are fit-for-

purpose. We will work with a lead teacher in each school to ensure the intervention is 

administered effectively. 

 

 

Considerations and LimitationsConsiderations and LimitationsConsiderations and LimitationsConsiderations and Limitations                                 

 

Before conducting this RCT, academics, policy makers and practitioners should be aware of 

the limitations and consider some factors that would impact the outcomes. For a successful 

rollout, they should be equipped with effective mitigation measures to overcome the 

limitations and risks faced during implementation. As part of this intervention the following 

considerations and limitations have been identified: 

 

 

Spillover effects   

 

Spillover effects occur when participants in one condition become exposed to, influenced 

by, or learn about the treatments that participants in other conditions are getting. They 

have been found to be problematic in a number of study designs. One way spillover 

effects can occur that is particularly relevant to our intervention is through social 

interaction. Our intervention focuses on soft commitment devices in the form of parent 

contract and reminders in the form of school reports. As there are different versions of 
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contracts and reports, randomizing at the individual level could generate spillover – that 

is, parents or students who received one type of contract or reminder could talk to 

parents or students who received another type of contract or reminder. For example, the 

recipients of ‘Student Parent contract’ + ‘Standard School Report’ may interact with 

parents receiving ‘University Parent contract’ + ‘Standard School Report’. Becoming aware 

of multiple types of contracts or school reports could change the parents’ behavior, and 

the true effect of the intervention would be obscured.  

 

In our study, we attempt to minimize spillover effects; we do this in three ways. Firstly, our 

design ensures that the contract and school reports to the parents are posted (mailed), 

making it less likely that students will compare the contracts and school reports while in 

school and notice the differences. Secondly, the design of contracts, reports, envelopes, and 

communication materials can be formatted similarly to minimize the spillover effects. Finally, 

and perhaps most importantly, we have chosen to randomize at the classroom level, instead 

of the individual level. This will help to ensure that parents of students in the same classroom 

(who are most likely to talk to each other) all receive the same treatment, making it less likely 

that they will become aware of the other types of contracts or school reports.  

 

 

Response rate of parents 

 

Measuring the outcome of our intervention depends on the parents returning surveys to the 

school. There is a risk that not all parents will complete or return forms. The existence of such 

a risk has been taken into consideration while designing the contract, school reports, and 

survey forms. The assumption is that students at this age are used to returning forms that 

parents sign, and therefore this would be a “normal” practice for both parents and students. .  

 

Further, behavioral studies show that our attention is drawn to what is novel and seems 

relevant to us. And we are much more likely to be able to encode things that are presented in 

ways that relate directly to our personal experiences than to things presented in a more 

general and abstract way. The parent contract forms and report cards have been designed in 

such a manner that they are relevant to the parents. The contract recognizes the role of 

parents in helping the child achieve high academic standards. The form is simple and does 

not require the parents to provide complex information. Similarly, the survey form is 

designed in such a manner that it is simple, relevant and easy to complete. 

    

    

Self- reported outcome measures. 

 

The outcome measures to assess changes in parental aspirations would be based on the self-

reported surveys of parents. Self-report is useful in this case, as it both captures “behaviors 

that are simply going to be unobservable by anyone else” (Garcia & Gustavson, 1997), but 

also because “the interpretation of events may be important, and only the individual can 

provide those interpretations” (ibid.). However, there are limitations to this type of outcome 

measure; particularly response bias. 
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Another limitation is the temporal distance between our intervention and the time students 

apply to university – the ultimate, overarching outcome that KCLWP was interested in. As our 

intervention is targeted at the school year 7 to 9 (11 to 14 years’ age group), these students 

will not be deciding to    applying to university for many years after the treatment is 

administered. We suggest that the students in all conditions be followed for several years 

beyond the treatment so that data on their university application decisions can eventually be 

collected.  

 

Lastly, there may be concerns about how the interventions are administered and rolled out. 

We are proposing to train schools on how to administer the intervention and answer parents’ 

questions. To further reduce confusion, the intervention could create a helpline for parents 

to seek the support of schools, especially for class teachers to clarify questions related to the 

survey forms, school reports, or contracts. As the pilot is targeting the Academy chains, the 

challenges in collection of follow up data can be addressed by the network of Academy 

chains.  

 

 

Alternate RCTAlternate RCTAlternate RCTAlternate RCT    

 

Should the primary RCT be found less palatable to the Academy Chain, a second RCT has 

been designed to support improving student likelihood of applying to university. 

 

Research has shown that years 7-9 are critical years in maintaining educational attainment. 

Progress in reading, writing, and mathematics slows down during Years 7-9, with 10-20% of 

students actually falling backwards (Department for Education, 2011). This alternate RCT 

targets parent engagement with the aim to increase student academic achievement and 

grades, thus increasing the student’s ability to go to university. 

 

Nudging parent engagement to increase student academic achievement utilizes a similar 

structure to the primary RCT, a soft commitment device plus reminders. 

Similarly to the primary RCT, the alternate RCT would target parents with children across 

years 7-9. The focus and goal is to increase the achievement of students with high potential 

but historically low participation in university. However parents of all students across years 7-

9 would be involved in the experiment with the intent to increase attainment across all 

academic achieving levels. The sample methodology to implement this RCT would mirror that 

of the primary RCT utilizing an Academy Chain and randomizing at the classroom level.  

    

    

Interventions 

 

The soft commitment device would require parents to sign a contract at the beginning of the 

school year. One of two contracts would be posted (mailed) to parents upon the start of the 

school year and would be due for return prior to the first Parent/Teacher meeting of the 

year.  

 

Utilizing similar language as the primary RCT’s contracts, these alternate RCT contracts need 

to be developed alongside the Academy Chain. The two contract versions would differ in 
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their emphasis on the parent’s commitment to engage in assisting their child to achieve 

academically. The first version would simply state the importance of a child’s academic 

achievements as it leads to higher education admittance. The second version would commit 

parents to engage in assisting their child achieve academically to set them up for the success 

of higher education admittance.  

 

The reminder intervention of the RCT consists of a text-messaging scheme. Utilizing the 

lessons learned from the Behavioural Insights Team’s Study Supporter research (Halpern & 

Service, 2016), this intervention would send timely text messages to engage parents to 

ensure the child’s high academic achievement. Texts would alert parents of upcoming 

assignments, tests, or important parent/teacher meetings and would provide 

recommendations on how to best prepare the child for success such as providing a quiet 

space for revision etc. Messages would remind parents of the contract they had signed to 

encourage continuous parent engagement.   

 

Two versions would form this reminder intervention. The first version would have the school 

send all text messages to the parent. This messaging would provide more standard reminders 

and recommendations. The second version would engage a local parent of a child who was 

previously in that form. Such messaging would provide similar reminders but would also 

include personalized recommendations regarding how that parent had successfully 

supported their child’s academic achievement in the prior year.  

 

 
Figure 7: Example text message intervention from School version 

 

The dependent variable for this alternate RCT would be academic attainment at the end of 

each term (teacher assessment) with the goal of seeing an increase in academic 

performance, increasing the ability for the child to apply to university. Whichever version of 

the contract and reminders results in the greatest educational attainment could be rolled out 

across all year 7-9 classrooms in the following year. 
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ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion    

 

In summary, we conducted experimental and qualitative exploratory work to understand the 

barriers preventing students from underrepresented backgrounds from applying to university 

in the UK. We identified parental aspirations as a significant influence in students’ decisions 

to apply to university, and therefore decided to design an intervention targeting parental 

aspirations for the 11 to 14 age range. Our primary intervention leverages soft commitment 

devices in the form of parental contracts and reminders in the form of school reports to 

make parents’ aspirations for their children salient over time. We plan to test our primary 

intervention by running a four-condition RCT at a UK Academy Chain. If the intervention 

works, we would expect to see more parents in the conditions that leverage the aspirational 

contracts and school reports indicating that they want and expect their child to attend 

university. Ultimately we would hope that increased parental aspirations would translate into 

higher percentages of students eventually applying to university. Given the age-range we are 

targeting, it will be several years before that data is available, though we would encourage 

the Academy Chain to track these students over time. If this is effective, this intervention 

could be rolled out to other Academy Chains, and potentially to Free Schools and other 

educational institutions throughout the UK.  
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Appendix 1:Appendix 1:Appendix 1:Appendix 1:    

Pathways that interventions can leverage to produce persistent behavior change (adapted 

from Frey & Rogers, 2014). 

PathwayPathwayPathwayPathway ExplanationExplanationExplanationExplanation Behavioral ScienceBehavioral ScienceBehavioral ScienceBehavioral Science ExamplesExamplesExamplesExamples 

    

Habit Formation Intervention produces 

an automatic 

tendency to repeat a 

particular behavioral 

response, triggered 

by a stable context in 

which the behavior is 

performed 

Repeatedly pairing a cue 

and a behavior creates a 

cognitive association 

between the behavior and 

the cue; whenever the cue 

is encountered in the 

future, the behavior is 

performed (Neal, Wood, 

Labrecque, & Lally, 2012; 

Ouellette & Wood, 1998). 

Developing eating 

habits such as 

always going to 

the salad bar 

instead of the 

dessert counter 

(i.e. Rothman, 

Sheeran, & Wood, 

2009) 

Changing 

Incorrect Beliefs 

Intervention 

permanently changes 

a belief that is linked 

to behavior 

Beliefs can serve to 

restrain people from 

performing a behavior, 

or they can facilitate 

people performing a 

behavior 

(Lewin, 1951). Beliefs can 

change through 

“unfreezing” 

prior beliefs, “moving” 

(changing, removing, or 

creating) 

beliefs, and then 

“refreezing” the new 

beliefs (Lewin, 1951). 

Once refreezing occurs, 

the new beliefs can serve 

as restraining 

or facilitating forces, and 

the new behavior that 

follows 

from the belief change will 

persist as long as the new 

belief 

persists. This unfreezing–

moving–refreezing process 

can be 

Correcting 

incorrect beliefs 

about the 

monetary returns 

to education 

(Jensen, 2010) 
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triggered by exposure to 

new information (Piaget, 

1975/1985) 

or by adopting new ways 

of interpreting existing 

beliefs 

(Vosniadou & Brewer, 

1987; for review, see Eagly 

& Chaiken, 

1993). 

Modifying Self-

Perceptions 

Intervention 

permanently changes 

how an individual see 

him- or herself, which 

then changes 

behavior 

Self-perception describes 

how people perceive who 

they are (Bem, 1972). Self-

perception can affect how 

people view their abilities, 

values, and preferences, 

as well as their identities 

(Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and 

self-theories (Dweck, 

2000). Because people act 

consistently with their 

identities and self-

theories, changing how 

people see themselves 

may persistently change 

their behavior. 

 

Changing How 

Ambiguous 

Information is 

Interpreted 

Intervention 

permanently changes 

how individuals 

interpret ambiguous 

information, which 

then affects behavior 

The world presents people 

with many types of 

ambiguous information, 

including emotions, 

performance feedback, 

normative behaviors, and 

social reactions. People 

use “schemas” (Ashmore 

& Del Boca, 1981) to make 

sense of ambiguous 

information (Fiske & 

Linville, 1980; Hastie, 

1981; Rumelhart &Ortony, 

1976; Taylor & Crocker, 

1981; Wilson, 2011). 

Persistent behavior 

change may arise when 

treatments enduringly 

change how ambiguous 

African American 

students re-

interpreting social 

adversity at 

university as a 

common and 

temporary 

experience 

(Walton & Cohen, 

2011) 
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information is interpreted, 

or “construed.” Each time 

people encounter 

ambiguous information in 

the future, they may use 

these new schemas to 

interpret the information 

and may behave 

differently as a result. 

Changing Future 

Costs 

Intervention induces 

people to perform 

behaviors that change 

the costliness of a 

future target 

behavior; the 

treatment may 

decrease the cost of 

performing a target 

behavior, or increase 

the cost of failing to 

perform a target 

behavior 

Some behaviors are costly 

to perform, and people 

may need considerable 

time, attention, self-

control, mental or physical 

effort, or material 

resources to carry them 

out. If the costs of action 

are too great, people may 

fail to perform target 

behaviors. Therefore, 

changing the costliness of 

behaviors may make 

people more likely to 

perform them in the 

future. Interventions can 

either raise the costs of a 

future behavior (to 

discourage it) or lower the 

cost of the future behavior 

(to encourage it) 

Defaults (Madrian 

& Shea, 2011) 

Commitment 

devices (Himmel et 

al., 2016) 

External 

Reinforcement 

Induces people to 

perform a behavior 

that then exposes 

them to on-going 

external processes 

(including social 

processes) that they 

would not have been 

exposed to otherwise; 

these external 

processes cause the 

changed behavior to 

persist 

Interventions can push 

people into “rip currents” 

of other ongoing external 

processes that amplify the 

interventions’ impacts. 

These outside processes 

would not be engaged if 

the intervention had not 

induced people to perform 

the initial behaviors. 

Alternatively, social 

recursive loops are social 

feedback loops that arise 

when behavior change is 

supported by interactions 

Get-out-the-vote 

targeting becomes 

more intense after 

an individual has 

voted for the first 

time (Davenport et 

al., 2010; Gerber, 

Green, & Shachar, 

2003) 
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with other people. If a 

treatment results in 

people behaving 

differently, others may 

react differently toward 

them. As these social 

dynamics build on 

themselves, treatment 

effects may persist even 

after interventions are 

discontinued. 
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Appendix 2:Appendix 2:Appendix 2:Appendix 2:    

 

Other Potential Interventions: 

 

1.  Parent ambassador/advocate program to increase child attainment and/or aspiration to Parent ambassador/advocate program to increase child attainment and/or aspiration to Parent ambassador/advocate program to increase child attainment and/or aspiration to Parent ambassador/advocate program to increase child attainment and/or aspiration to 

attend universityattend universityattend universityattend university. Using social network mapping, identify parents within each Year 7-9 class 

who are “central nodes” that interact with many other parents. The “central” parent will be 

asked to act as a mentor, guide, or support partner to fellow parents of children in the same 

year, and if they agree, the central parent will receive training about how to enact this role. 

Central parents could provide information to fellow parents to help their children achieve 

academically, select the right GCSE’s, and discuss university aspirations. Central parent 

contact information could be provided to fellow parents at the beginning of each academic 

year.  

 

2.  Nudging parent aspiration for their child to attend university through rediscovery aspiration Nudging parent aspiration for their child to attend university through rediscovery aspiration Nudging parent aspiration for their child to attend university through rediscovery aspiration Nudging parent aspiration for their child to attend university through rediscovery aspiration 

lettersletterslettersletters. 97% of parents want their child to go to university when they are born but only 53% 

of socio-economically disadvantaged parents of children age 14 expect their child to attend 

university (Kintrea, St Clair, & Houston, 2011). Given this fact, a “rediscovery” intervention, 

like those developed by Zhang et al., 2014) may be effective at reminding parents of their 

previous aspirations and re-committing them to these aspirations. This intervention would 

require parents to write a letter for their child earlier in their child’s life or education (i.e. 

either at birth, when the child first begins primary school, or when the child first begins 

secondary school) describing their aspirations for the child to attend higher education. The 

letter would be held by the local school and posted to the parent as the child enters the Year 

8. The hopeful intent would remind parents of their aspirations for their child to attend 

university and would re-engage the parent. Surveys of parent’s aspirations for their child to 

attend university at birth, before and after receipt of their letter, would help to determine 

effect size and increase in parent aspiration for child to attend university. 

 

3. Nudging Parents to express expectations for child to attend universityNudging Parents to express expectations for child to attend universityNudging Parents to express expectations for child to attend universityNudging Parents to express expectations for child to attend university. Our survey (Prolific 

Academic),  has shown few parents discuss university with their children. However parent 

expectation and encouragement is key in the framework for a child to apply to university. To 

increase conversations regarding university, the school should identify opportune moments 

throughout Year 7-9 and encourage parent conversations with child regarding higher 

education. Such opportune moments include parent/teacher conferences, notifications on 

end of term school report cards, university presentations etc. Once these key moments have 

been identified, a system of reminders (i.e. text messages, letters, etc.) could be sent to 

parents to prompt these conversations, much like the Study Supporter interventions 

designed by Todd Rogers and colleagues.  

 

4. Identifying pathways (GCSE Identifying pathways (GCSE Identifying pathways (GCSE Identifying pathways (GCSE ––––A levels A levels A levels A levels ––––    University University University University ––––    Career) through technology nudgesCareer) through technology nudgesCareer) through technology nudgesCareer) through technology nudges. 

Parents have misperceptions about the educational “pathways” and “benchmarks” that are 

necessary for students to complete in order to apply to university and begin careers in 

particular fields. For example, many parents are unaware that if a student does not take a 

science GCSE in Year 10, they are unable to take science at the A-levels, which may disqualify 

them from applying to certain universities, which then prevents them from certain careers. 

As another example, parents think that in order to become a lawyer or barrister, students 
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must take “Law” at the A-levels. However, it is actually more important for students to 

complete A-level History in order to apply to Law programs at universities. To correct these 

misperceptions, a mobile application (or related technology) could be developed that 

prompts the user about potential pathways to a certain career . One idea would be to have 

the phone programmed with geospatially-triggered messages; for example, as the phone 

detects (via GPS and Google Maps) that it is inside a doctor’s office or hospital, the phone 

could automatically push a message to the parent about the career of “doctor”, identifying 

the GCSE subjects, the A-level subjects, and universities and university programs that their 

child should be considering if their child wants to become a doctor.  

 

5. Nudging career selection through educating career pathwaysNudging career selection through educating career pathwaysNudging career selection through educating career pathwaysNudging career selection through educating career pathways. Similar to the above 

intervention, this nudge would describe a potential career and thus the optimal courses of 

study across GCSE, A Levels and university coursework to obtain that career. Unlike 

intervention #4, this intervention would not necessarily rely on a smartphone app; instead, 

this information could be conveyed through more static methods (posters at school, posters 

at places of work or on organizations’ websites showing the educational pathways the 

current employees took). Additionally the nudge could be utilized to further educate parents 

on the value of attending university as it often leads to a more well paying career.  
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