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Summary
Expressions of interest are sought for a contractor to undertake research to investigate current practice relating to exclusions, off site direction and alternative provision in both schools and alternative provision settings. This research is expected to involve:	
· A rapid evidence assessment on school practice around pupils at risk of exclusion
· Telephone interviews with schools and AP setting senior leaders, and 
· Qualitative research visits to AP settings involving face to face interviews and focus groups. 
The research will contribute to the Department’s planning for further research and any future reforms to the AP sector.
Background
The department is committed to reforming alternative provision (AP) in order to deliver better outcomes for pupils and better value for taxpayers. Pupils who have spent time in AP do considerably worse than their peers; very few achieve the qualifications that will help them succeed in adult life; and they are considerably more likely to become NEET (not in education, employment or training). 
The alternative provision sector currently lacks a solid evidence base. It is a complicated and diverse system that makes generalisations from research difficult. This was highlighted by a literature review published by the department in January 2017[footnoteRef:1]. This research project is intended to help us start to fill evidence gaps in this area  by providing a picture of current practice that will, in turn, inform plans for future research into what works and how the sector should be organised. [1:  DfE (2017) Alternative provision: effective practice and post-16 transition, Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/alternative-provision-effective-practice-and-post-16-transition ] 

Research aims
The aim of this project is to build our evidence base on current practice in alternative provision through telephone interviews, qualitative research visits and a rapid assessment of existing evidence on effective school practice around pupils at risk of exclusion. We will draw on the evidence gathered by this project to plan future research into the sector and assess the need for future reforms.
The research is composed of two strands – one shall investigate schools’ relationships to the alternative provision sector, including their policies and practices on offsite direction and exclusions, while the other will investigate the AP sector itself to look at practices, provision and pupil prospects.  Both strands also aim to get a view on the AP commissioning process and the extent to which schools and APs feel the extent and type of provision meets demand.  
The research questions we wish to investigate are:
Strand 1 - Schools’ relationship to AP – including offsite direction and exclusions
a. What are schools doing to help pupils at risk of exclusion (especially SEND, disadvantaged and CiN pupils) remain in mainstream/special education, as well as how effective they see different interventions?
b. What are the main reasons for referral to AP and by what routes?
c. How do schools view and use AP – is it as a short-term option designed to address a specific issue or as a long-term replacement for school? How does this differ to how they see special provision? What outcomes are they looking for as commissioners from AP settings?
d. Is there evidence of unmet demand for AP? Do schools feel there is sufficient quality and type of AP provision available in their local area appropriate to pupil needs? What are schools’ views on, and to what extent are they involved in discussions about, strategic planning and commissioning of AP provision in the local area?
e. What school and LA level processes are in use prior to, and following, the decision to direct pupils offsite and/or exclude pupils? 
f. How often do pupils reintegrate back into mainstream and what processes are in place to support this?
Strand 2 - AP settings – practices, provisions and prospects
a. Why are pupils in AP and for how long do they stay? What processes are in place for returning pupils to mainstream schools and/or aiding post-16 transition?
b. What approaches and practices (pedagogical and pastoral) are used in AP and what evidence is there of their effectiveness? 
c. How do AP settings assess and plan for the needs of pupils – both on entry and throughout their placement? How is progress assessed throughout their time in AP?
d. Do APs feel there is unmet demand for AP? Are APs involved in strategic planning and commissioning discussions about places available in the local area? How does the commissioning process enable or constrain APs’ ability to meet the needs of pupils placed in AP settings?
e. Are there any challenges around the AP workforce – e.g. staff retention?
f. What are staff, pupil and parent/carer perceptions of the AP system and its processes?
g. What outcomes are providers looking to achieve?

Throughout, the research will investigate whether and how schools and AP settings take pupil needs and characteristics into account and in particular, whether pupils have SEND, are considered disadvantaged or are Children in Need.  Appropriate links should also be made with any other emerging evidence and analysis being undertaken by the department during the course of this research, including a prospective economic assessment of how the AP market operates.    
Methodology
We envisage a mixed methods approach involving:
1) Strand 1 – School practice
a. A rapid evidence assessment (REA) on school practice around pupils at risk of exclusion of a long term move to AP through off-site direction;
b. An in-depth telephone survey with around 500 school senior leaders – we envisage around 100 primary, 300 secondary and 100 special school interviews of approximately 45 minutes each.
2) Strand 2 – AP practice, provision and prospects
a. An in-depth telephone survey with around 300 senior leaders/staff in alternative provision settings[footnoteRef:2] - approximately 45 minutes each; and [2:  EduBase currently (18/04/17) lists a total of 351 AP settings comprising 253 PRUs, 63 AP academies and 35 AP free schools. Furthermore, according to the Association of Colleges there are 209 general FE colleges in England, many of which provide AP for 14-16 year olds, and/or will offer post-16 courses for those leaving AP. There are also additional small scale/independent AP settings.] 

b. Qualitative research visits, including face to face interviews and focus groups with staff, pupils and parents/carers, in up to 30 AP settings – with specific activities flexible to AP setting scale.
Strand 1
The REA should examine published academic and relevant non-academic evidence on interventions to help pupils at risk of exclusion or a long term move to AP through off-site direction. This may include interventions that involve brief periods in AP via off-site direction, or those that avoid referral to AP entirely. The review will cover existing practice and any evidence on whether these approaches are effective.
The senior school leader interviews should include both primary and secondary mainstream and special schools in England (maintained, academies and free schools) with a mixture of sizes, phases and locations included. The interviews should include a mixture of basic quantitative questions and more in-depth qualitative questions.
Strand 2
The AP setting research should include a mix of local authority pupil referral units, academy and free school alternative provision and general FE colleges and the final sample should cover a range of sizes, phases and locations. The qualitative research visits should also include a small number of small scale / independent provision, such as that offered by charities or community groups – these would be identified by the successful contractor through desk-based research examining published information from local authorities, such as the AP brochure published by Islington Council.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Islington Council (2015) Alternative Provision 2015-16, Available at https://democracy.islington.gov.uk/documents/s5487/Background%20Paper%20-%20AP%20Brochure%2015-16.pdf ] 

Reporting
The final report should draw out key themes on practice that emerge from analysis of both strands’ telephone interviews and the visits to AP settings, and make links to the findings of the rapid evidence assessment where needed. We envisage that the literature review search would begin in December 2017 while fieldwork for the interviews and qualitative research visits would take place between January and March 2018. 
We would expect an interim report and rapid evidence assessment in March 2018 and a final report in May 2018.
Timing
· Issue request for EOIs, 23 October 2017
· Deadline for EOIs – 10am, 6 November 2017
· Invitations to tender issued – w/c 13 November  2017
· Deadline for ITT submission – w/c 4 December 2017
· Interview bidders - w/c 11 or 18 December 2017
· Contract awarded – w/c 11 or 18 December 2017
· Surveys and qualitative research visits – end January-March 2018
· Interim report telephone surveys and final literature review report – March 2018
· Rapid evidence assessment (search) – end-Dec 2017 /Jan 2018
· Rapid evidence assessment (synthesis and reporting) – January-March 2018
· Final overarching report – May 2018
Assessment criteria
Expressions of interest will be assessed against the following criteria: 
· Capacity to complete work to timescale – particularly ability to work with a large number of schools and AP settings across England as suggested in the methodology to the tight timeframe proposed.
· Experience with similar projects and methodological expertise -  including survey design/administration and qualitative research; and any experience of undertaking research on APs, exclusions or off-site direction, or can demonstrate how experience of similar projects would bring a transferable level of understanding to this research.  
Understanding of the requirements of the work – particularly in terms of demonstrating a firm understanding of AP in education and a familiarity of research base.
Value for money
Each of these criteria will have equal weighting.

	Closing date for EOIs: 10am, 6 November  2017
Send your EOI form to: janette.king@education.gov.uk and claire.brickell@education.gov.uk 


How to submit an expressions of interest
You must submit an expression of interest (EOI) in order to be considered to be invited to tender. To do so, please complete the NEW EOI Form which can be found under attachments. A submission of an EOI does not guarantee an invitation to tender and the Department does not routinely advise organisations that they have not been successful in being invited to tender. Feedback is however available on request. 
All contracts are let on the basis of the Department’s Terms and Conditions. You are encouraged to check these before submitting your expression of interest, as these form part of your contractual obligations.
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