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Abbreviations and  

explanation of terminology  

 

Aim Higher Aim Higher was a national programme (in England) which aimed to widen 

participation and access to Higher Education by raising awareness, 

aspirations and attainment among learners from under-represented 

groups.  It was organised into regional areas with funding being made 

available at school and college level.  The programme ran from 2004 until 

2011.  There are still some localised initiatives that run under the Aim 

Higher banner.  

Higher  

Education Higher Education in the UK, often referred to as HE, covers all 

qualifications classified as Level 4 and above.   Most courses are run in 

universities but there are also colleges offering HE courses. Typically, 

students will be studying for a first degree; a BA or BSc (Hons) degree is a 

Level 6 qualification.  

HEFCE Higher Education Funding Council for England.  HEFCE is responsible for 

managing the distribution of HE funding put into universities and colleges 

across England.  The organisation also has a regulatory role in the HE 

sector. 

NCOP The National Collaborative Outreach Programme aims to support the most 

disadvantaged young people in England to progress into higher education 

(HE); the programme started in 2016 and is due to end in 2020.  A key aim 

of NCOP is to increase the number of young people from disadvantaged 

backgrounds in higher education by 2020.  Consortia are funded through 

the programme to work collaboratively on outreach programmes in 

specific local areas.  

 

NNCO The National Networks for Collaborative Outreach (NNCO) scheme aimed 

to encourage more young people into higher education (HE). It brought 

together universities and further education colleges into local networks 

that aimed to develop a coordinated outreach to schools and colleges; the 

Sussex Learning Network was one such group.  The Government provided 

£22 million for the NNCO scheme over 2014-16. The scheme was managed 

by HEFCE. 

 
OFFA  The Office for Fair Access promotes fair access to higher education. 



Ofsted  Office for Standards in Education  

SpLDs  Specific learning difficulties.  SpLD includes dyslexia, dyspraxia, attention 

deficit disorder (ADD), attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), 

dyscalculia and dysgraphia. All SpLDs exist on a continuum from mild to 

moderate through to severe. 

Target groups As part of Widening Participation, Higher Education institutions are 

encouraged to consider the needs of specific target groups.  Guidance on 

the groups to be targeted is provided by OFFA but the intention is for HE 

providers to reflect on how their WP work is to be focused in terms of 

particular kinds of students.  There is a requirement on universities and 

colleges involved in HE to provide certain statistics for OFFA and this can 

have a bearing on WP in relation to which target groups are focused on.  

During the time period of this research OFFA noted the following target 

groups: 

 people from lower socio-economic groups or from neighbourhoods 
where higher education participation is low 

 people from low income backgrounds  

 minority ethnic groups as well as some specific sub-groups such as 
White males from economically disadvantaged backgrounds 

 disabled people 

 mature and part-time learners 

 care leavers 

 carers 

 people estranged from their families 

 people from gypsy and Traveller communities 

 refugees 

 students with mental health problems, Specific Learning Difficulties 
and/or who are on the autism spectrum. 

 

Widening  

Participation Removing the barriers to higher education, including financial barriers, 

that students from lower income and other under-represented 

backgrounds face.   State funded higher education providers are currently 

expected to have Widening Participation programmes in place as a 

requirement of charging tuition fees; such programmes are largely 

university based. 

Student lifecycle  People working in HE are increasingly looking beyond statistics that focus 

on the numbers of people entering higher education and considering what 

happens once they have started their degree through to completion and 

beyond.  This is known as the student lifecycle and looks at a broader set 

of criteria when considering the success of HE for individual students, for 

example completing their degree, furthering their studies and gaining 

employment afterwards. 



Sussex Learning  

Network The Sussex Learning Network (SLN) is a partnership of education providers, 

employers, training providers and local councils across East and West 

Sussex.  The network engages with schools, further education colleges, 

universities, councils and industries across Sussex with the aim of 

connecting people to resources that support learning.   

 

 



 
 

Report Summary 

This report describes perceptions of a policy initiative, known as Widening Participation 

(WP), which aims to reduce social inequalities and increase social mobility.  The report is 

based on the findings from a research study which involved in-depth interviews and group 

discussions among those with a special interest in WP and how it is applied.  The study 

focused on the views of people living or studying in one region of the UK: the county of 

Sussex, located in the south east of England.   

The study was funded with research and evaluation money made available to universities 

active in Sussex, as a region, through the National Network for Collaboration Outreach 

(NNCO).   

Introduction 

In the UK, there is a quite widely held view that we should be striving for a society that is fair 

and where everyone has a similar chance of being healthy and happy.  However, it is clear 

that a person’s life chances for achieving such goals are hugely variable and often relate to 

the level and types of resources they can access, as well as the way society is organised. 

Governments have introduced a variety of policies which have aimed to increase the social 

mobility of the poorest and more generally ‘narrow the gap’ between rich and poor in the 

UK.  Policies around taxation, the introduction of social security benefits and free healthcare 

are all examples of approaches to reducing disadvantage. A key means for increasing social 

mobility and for improving the lives of those from disadvantaged backgrounds is education.  

In particular, the acquisition of higher qualifications, such as a degree, are often seen as 

pivotal to increasing a person’s future income and improving their opportunities in life.  

Successive governments have funded a series of initiatives aimed at increasing the numbers 

of people who study to degree level with the stated intention of improving overall 

educational attainment and progression for people from traditionally under-represented 

groups in higher education; this is often referred to as Widening Participation.  Examples of 

WP initiatives are Aim Higher, the National Networks for Collaborative Outreach (NNCO) 

and, more recently, the National Collaborative Outreach Programme (NCOP).   

The groups considered disadvantaged cover a wide range of people including those from 

families on low incomes, people from ethnic minorities, care leavers, young carers, and 

those with disabilities among others.  However, it is up to each university to decide how 

they will manage their WP resources and, to an extent, which groups will be targeted. 

Every university in the UK has been tasked with increasing the diversity of their student 

populations.  Universities employ staff with a Widening Participation (WP) remit to engage 

with people and encourage them to consider taking up a place at university.  WP teams 

have a particular focus on engaging people from disadvantaged groups (often referred to as 

‘target groups’) and follow guidance from the Office for Fair Access (OFFA).   

WP teams organise a number of outreach activities and workshops among school age 

children as part of the various programmes they run and some also work with older 

students studying at Further Education colleges.  Some universities run activities open to all 

students whilst others run programmes just for targeted groups, indeed universities may 

run both within their overall WP offer. 



About this research 

This study aimed to gather a deeper understanding of what widening participation meant to 

different people.  The research findings are being used to shape how Widening Participation 

teams active in Sussex develop their work in the future.   

Research Question 

How is the work of the Widening Participation teams active in Sussex perceived by their key 

stakeholders? 

Aim 

To explore perceptions of Widening Participation with a view to informing the development 

of future activities and programmes. 

Objectives 

 To explore perceptions of Widening Participation in Higher Education more generally 
from a wide range of stakeholder perspectives. 

 To gather views on the current work of the Widening Participation teams at the 
Universities of Brighton, Chichester and Sussex exploring:  

o Understanding of the role of WP - what are seen as the aims of WP?  Do 
current activities address those aims? 

o Thoughts on WP activities run by the universities, experiences of 
running/participating in activities 

o How activities are communicated and by whom 
o The impact WP teams are thought to have – how much is known about the 

pathway students follow after engaging with WP, what could be done to 
understand this better 

 To explore what is done well and what could be done differently including: 
o Does the work/approach need to be reviewed in any way, for example how 

activities are delivered   
o Do stakeholders have ideas for new activities that would increase 

engagement with target groups 
o Are there other groups of potential HE students Widening Participation 

programmes need to focus on 
o As Widening Participation develops going forward, what advice would 

stakeholders give to those planning for the future 

WP stakeholders 

A number of groups have a stake in the work of Widening Participation.  This study gathered 

the views of people from various key stakeholder groups, but not all; it is hoped that future 

research will build on the findings further and draw in a wider set of views.  The key 

stakeholder groups involved in the study reported here were: 

 University WP team members with varying roles and responsibilities 

 Senior management with overall responsibility for WP at their university or FE 
college  

 Academics who advise on WP and deliver WP activities  

 Student ambassadors who support the delivery of WP activities and bring their own 
perspective on being a WP student studying for a degree in higher education 



 Students aged 18 who had just completed Year 13 of their formal education, some of 
whom were just starting university  

 Classroom teachers 

 Senior managers based in secondary schools and/or sixth form colleges 

 WP co-ordinators based in secondary schools and/or sixth form colleges 

 Information Advice and Guidance (IAG) advisors in schools and colleges (often with a 
responsibility for WP and playing a co-ordinating role) 

Methodology and research design 

The study used a qualitative methodology.  A total of 60 in-depth interviews and 4 group 

discussions were undertaken for the study involving some 76 people.  Two follow-up 

workshops were held with university staff towards the end of the study to gather their 

views on the initial analysis of the findings and to explore participant views on the future of 

WP in more depth. As part of the workshops, the researchers facilitated 4 break-out groups 

involving a total of 23 participants. 

Overall, 88 people contributed their views to the study. 

Sample selection 

A purposive sampling1 technique was used for the research to identify key stakeholders with 

an interest in Widening Participation as an initiative and / or experience of activities run as 

part of WP programmes.   From there people who fitted into stakeholder groups were 

invited to take part in the study.  The researchers were looking to have a relatively 

heterogeneous sample, i.e. diverse, to reflect a wide range of perspectives within each 

stakeholder group.  So, for example, among the students we were able to use the HEAT 

(Higher Education Access Tracker) database to identify people from low income households, 

those with disabilities, people from ethnic minority groups and so on.  We also wanted to 

make sure that our participants came from different parts of Sussex and had different types 

of contact with WP programmes and the universities (from very little experience to 

intensive).  Chapter 1 of this report provides a more detailed breakdown of the participant 

characteristics of those taking part in the study. 

Recruitment to the research study 

A variety of approaches were taken to identify potential research participants.  All the 

participants were formally invited to take part in the study by email, even in cases where 

there was an initial, more informal, request to be involved in the research (usually from a 

third party, such as a headteacher).  The email included a copy of the participant 

information sheet describing the research in more depth and an example of the consent 

form they would need to sign before sharing their views with the researchers (these are 

included as Appendix 1).  Further detail about the recruitment strategy can be found in 

Chapter 1.  Year 13 students participating in the study were given a £20 gift voucher by way 

of incentive and a thank you for their time. 

                                                      
1 A purposive sample is where researchers make a conscious decision, or judgement, over which types of 
people are to be included in a study.  Generally, the researcher will use their knowledge about the study 
population to make these decisions, although other factors like funding or approach to recruitment may also 
play a part. 



Fieldwork 

The in-depth interviews were typically an hour long.  The group discussions involved 

between 3 and 4 participants and were about 1½ hours in duration.  The workshops were 2-

3 hours long.  All the interviews and group discussions (including the workshops) were 

facilitated by the research team and involved the use of topic guides (replicated in Appendix 

2).   The interviews, group discussions and workshop break-out groups were audio-recorded 

digitally and then transcribed ver batim. 

Analysis 

A thematic approach to analysis, known as ‘Framework’2, was used for this study. The 

method works from ‘raw data’ in the form of verbatim transcripts of recorded interviews 

and involves a systematic process of sifting, summarising and sorting the material according 

to key issues and themes.  Computer software is now available to support this process 

(NVivo 11 incorporating Framework) and this was used for this study.  Transcripts were 

coded according to emerging concepts which then allowed the research team to review 

other data in relation to the themes identified. 

Timing 

The research was conducted over the course of a year starting in May 2016. 

Ethics 

The study was reviewed and approved by the School of Applied Social Science Research 

Ethics and Governance Committee of the University of Brighton. 

 

 

  

                                                      
2 Ritchie, J. & Lewis, J. 2003. Qualitative research practice: a guide for social science students 

and researchers, London, Sage. 
 



The Findings 

DEFINING WIDENING PARTICIPATION 

Working definitions 

The term ‘Widening Participation’ was not familiar to all the participants, but generally the 

stakeholders talking from a professional point of view were very familiar with WP, including 

the student ambassadors.  However, the Year 13 students taking part in the study had not 

heard of Widening Participation as a term.  Some knew there was additional help for 

particular students and that they had been involved in a university programme, usually 

referring to it by the brand name adopted by the university.  There was also awareness of 

extra help like bursaries and reduced tariffs (being accepted onto a course with lower 

grades than might ordinarily be expected).   

Among the participants who were familiar with WP there was a shared view of what 

Widening Participation meant.  Overall, people considered Widening Participation to be 

about increasing numbers from groups of people recognised as under-represented on HE 

courses.  Participants were often keen to emphasise that no-one was under pressure to 

apply to university; they said that WP programmes were in place to give people the 

information they needed to make a decision about whether they wanted to study for a 

degree.  

The relationship between Widening Participation and social mobility was clear with talk of 

‘levelling the playing field’ and ‘a sense of fairness’.  However, there was also another angle 

expressed around what studying for a degree can bring to a person that was beyond 

economic benefits and related more to personal growth.  Concerns over a policy stance that 

emphasised upskilling the workforce and losing sight of HE institutions as being places of 

self-discovery were expressed. 

The WP ethos 

There was a widely held view that WP was about providing information and support to 

people so they could decide whether doing a degree would be the right choice for them, 

coupled with a clear message that HE was not right for everyone. The general idea 

communicated by participants was that people thinking about doing a degree (or those who 

might be encouraged to think about doing so) gather information from a university local to 

where they are living but can choose to go to a higher education institution anywhere.  

However, there were mixed views on whether this ethos played out in reality with some 

suggesting that there were universities that were using their Widening Participation 

programmes to recruit students; this was often perceived as undermining the wider ideals 

of Widening Participation.   

The Year 13 students interviewed for this study did sometimes express confusion over 

university open days (recruitment) and WP activities.  However, when asked directly if they 

had felt any pressure to go to a university because they had been on their WP programme, 

students did not feel there was an expectation to do so.  The opposite could sometimes 

come across with young people not seeing the point of taking part in a university WP 

programme if they were not running the course they wanted to do i.e. they did not see the 



wider benefits that WP activities might offer them, this was reported by Year 13 students 

participating in the research and other stakeholders. 

Is Widening Participation important? 

There was a clear message from those working in WP, across the board not just in university 

teams, that the overarching aims of Widening Participation were important to the research 

participants.  Many stakeholders talked about having come from a WP background 

themselves and saw this as a key motivator for their work and the passion they brought to 

it.  However, some felt that whilst the aims of WP were of value to society this was not 

shared with the same level of intensity by all.  This meant that a considerable effort needed 

to be put into persuading others to engage with programmes, working with young people 

and WP activities.  From school and college perspectives it was clear that some participants 

recognised WP work but saw it more as one of a range of competing priorities they needed 

to attend to.  For WP Co-ordinators based in schools and colleges, the role was often 

described as very challenging, particularly in terms of what they could achieve in the time 

they had available.   

What does WP involve in Sussex? 

Widening Participation programmes involve a variety of initiatives, largely activity based 

events ranging from talks at school assemblies to residential summer schools.  The topics 

can be very broad-based looking at issues that would affect anyone interested in going into 

higher education, like finances and living away from the family home.  Alternatively, 

activities can be very subject-focused, for example taster days for specific degree schemes.   

All the WP teams involved in the study talked about running events at schools and colleges 

as well as at their university campus.  Generally, these events and programmes were 

organised by WP teams in liaison with academic staff and had a broad aim of demystifying 

higher education alongside information provision.   

Although there was some variation between the universities, the research participants 

mainly talked about a light touch approach pre-16 with the more intensive activities tending 

to happen in Year 12 (i.e. post 16) in the lead up to applying for a degree.  There was some 

reflection on whether the approach needed reviewing with some of the more intensive 

work being shifted towards younger age groups and tying into the key decision making stage 

around subject choices but also making it easier for students to miss classes without fears 

over looming exams.   

In terms of WP work pre-16 this was largely targeted at secondary schools with a few 

specific programmes tailored for the latter stage of primary school.  There was some debate 

over the value of working with children at primary level but it was felt to be important work 

for some in terms of just introducing the word ‘university’ to those who might never have 

heard it mentioned before and raising it as a possibility in later life. 

THE TARGET GROUPS 

There is a long list of background characteristics or types of circumstances that could lead to 

someone being defined as ‘WP’.  These include living in a very deprived area, being disabled, 

being from an ethnic minority group, being the first in your family to apply for university and 



so on (a more extensive list can be found in the main part of this report). The Office for Fair 

Access (OFFA) stress that ‘institutions should use their own data, and research to 

understand the issues that affect their student population’, in other words the list of eligible 

characteristics / groups provided on their website is not expected to be directive nor to be 

seen as a complete list.   

Whilst the various university WP programmes in Sussex were inclusive there was a clear 

focus on deprivation and deprived areas.  Participants also talked about finding it easier to 

refer to ‘first generation’ in the family as a way of engaging with potential HE students as it 

avoided references to poverty that might be uncomfortable.  The forms used to identify 

students for the more intensive WP activities could then capture those who fitted the other 

target groups.  However, some participants found the focus on first generation confusing in 

terms of who WP was actually aimed at, with a risk of excluding people from under 

represented groups who were not ‘first generation’. 

There were only a few activities that were specifically focused on the needs of particular 

target groups.  The generalised nature of programmes related to concerns expressed by WP 

staff who wanted to avoid labelling individuals and identify them as different or singled out.  

Participants did not seem to have strong views on the need for more focused activities, 

tailored to very specific needs, but they did identify a range of groups who seemed to be 

mainly ‘off the radar’ because of the traditional routes used to identify WP students.   

The most obvious missing target group was mature students as university WP activity was 

heavily focused on schools and sixth form colleges.  There was a sense that resources could 

be more easily utilised in existing educational environments where established structures 

could be used, for example, giving talks to year group assemblies and working with school 

staff to identify suitable students.  However, University staff did reflect on how their 

programmes could have a wider reach and better reflect local communities.  Further 

Education colleges were more engaged with mature students and saw a specific role in 

providing vocational pathways to higher education that might attract older students. An FE-

based participant in the research felt that mature students were “a blind spot for policy” 

and related this view partly to the reduction in part time opportunities to study in HE but 

also to the increases in young people studying for degrees.   

University WP resources were often focused on schools and colleges in areas where there 

was a high proportion of young people in target groups, mainly related to areas where most 

people were on low incomes. This could mean that people living in pockets of deprivation in 

a relatively affluent area could be missed out.  Similarly, rural areas and other locations 

away from universities were thought to be in need of more attention.  

A less obvious ‘missing group’ were those who made a late decision to go to university and a 

need was identified for more work with those in Year 13.  However, this is likely being 

addressed as workshop participants who took part in group discussions towards the end of 

the study mentioned that age related criteria being relaxed for WP activities meant that a 

Year 13 pupil could now go on an activity targeted for younger age groups (most likely Year 

12) that was not possible in previous years. 



‘Soft versus hard’ WP 

Some participants highlighted a difference between two types of WP students: ‘soft’ versus 

‘hard’ WP.  ‘Soft’ referred to those from target groups who were already planning to go to 

university and needed advice on choices or support with practicalities.  ‘Hard’ were those 

young people who had some ability but, for various reasons, were not thinking about 

applying to do a degree.  The WP staff who made this distinction felt that programmes were 

perhaps more focused on the softer WP students, as they were easier to work with, than 

those who did not see university as for them.   

Whole school versus target group approach 

A key issue raised by participants, particularly the staff based in higher education, was 

whether the emphasis of WP programmes should be just on those students who clearly fit 

WP criteria as identified by the university and/or OFFA.  An alternative approach could be 

offering activities to all students in the hope that the students who would be defined as WP 

in relation to their background or situation would be drawn in more readily, and perhaps 

more comfortably; this was referred to as a ‘whole school’ approach.  Participants in favour 

of more targeted work, focusing on just those in the specified groups, felt it was a better use 

of limited resources because WP was prioritising those it really needed to.  However, there 

was a danger that people in target groups might be missed if they had not been identified 

by teaching staff.  Taking a whole school approach could draw such students into WP 

activities.  Similarly, there were students who did not meet WP criteria but who still needed 

support. With limited resources, there was a sense that a choice needed to be made over 

whether WP should (a) involve more students but less often, or conversely, (b) less students 

(i.e. just target groups) being seen more often.   

ENCOURAGING PARTICIPATION IN WP PROGRAMMES AND ACTIVITIES 

All the HE institutions taking part in this research reported highly active Widening 

Participation programmes that were well attended and received good feedback.  

Attendance seemed to be based on a huge amount of effort in terms of liaision between 

HEIs and schools/colleges. Those with responsibility for involving people in WP programmes, 

across the range of institutions involved in this study, often talked about the challenges of 

engaging others in the WP agenda.  Predominantly, this meant encouraging students to take 

part in WP activities, working with front line teaching staff and communicating with parents.  

Some of the research participants noted that the support of senior school and college 

management was often crucial and could be a very helpful approach to getting WP work off 

the ground in a particular location. 

Where engagement was more challenging, it was not that interest in WP was being 

especially questioned, it was more a sense that schools, colleges and students had more 

pressing priorities, competing agendas and time constraints.  WP staff mentioned groups of 

students being booked onto activities by schools and colleges but then being withdrawn 

from the WP event ‘at the last minute’.  For post 16 students, who booked themselves onto 

specific programmes, permission was needed from teachers and this was not always 

forthcoming.  This was very disappointing for WP staff laying on activities, that could take 

months of planning, that then had to be cancelled on the day. 



WP Co-ordinators (based in HE institutions, FE or schools/colleges) were keen to find ways 

of overcoming challenges.  Research participants based in schools and colleges with a WP 

remit talked about intense and repeated work to show classroom teachers the benefits of 

Widening Participation and the impact it can have on the curriculum.  Participants with a 

WP remit had a desire to get all their school or college staff ‘on board’ in relation to WP.  

However, whilst there were members of staff who were enthusiastic about WP, the broader 

sense among participants was that this was often a struggle.   

Academics taking part in this study were keen to make their WP activities as relevant as 

possible to the pre-18 school and college curriculums in the hope that more students would 

engage in them.  They also talked about wanting school and college staff to see WP 

university sessions as useful to current teaching (i.e. more closely aligned to what was 

already going on) and therefore seen as less of a distraction by students and teachers.  

Communicating with parents 

Parents were recognised as very influential when it came to a young person’s pathway 

through life.  Those involved in Widening Participation programmes described parent 

sessions in schools and colleges to talk about aspects of university that were broadly 

relevant to a wide range of people, such as financing a degree, the application process and 

so on.  Examples were given of parent involvement increasing student engagement in WP 

activities.  However, many participants felt that much more work needed to be done with 

parents around Widening Participation as they were often unsure how to support their 

children, not having any direct experience of HE to draw on themselves.  It is worth noting 

that older siblings, and in some cases friends, were often a good alternative source of advice 

if they had been to university, but of course many do not have contacts with experience of 

higher education. Engaging with parents could also have the advantage of reaching older 

people who might themselves be open to HE study. 

The specific needs of students from ethnic minorities was also highlighted in that there was 

a perception that their parents often had much stronger views about what their children 

should be studying (focused on professional careers) and a different set of expectations 

around the grades they were wanting their children to achieve (high).   

Engaged versus distant 

Participants in this study spoke about the differences between those who were enthusiastic 

about WP and those who were distant.  This occurred at two key levels – firstly, at the 

individual level and secondly, at the institutional level.  The individual level was mainly in 

terms of young people (the main target of WP programmes at the time of writing) and their 

teachers.  The institutional level was about HEI relationships with schools and colleges 

across Sussex.   

The individual level 

Many stakeholders talked about the challenges of engaging young people; school and 

college staff described this as frustrating. Several factors were considered barriers to 

students engaging with WP activities including: 

 Classroom teachers not actively encouraging students to take part in activities 



 Concerns over having the money to cover travel costs in order to attend WP events; 
although even when travel expenses were covered by universities this was not well 
understood by students and classroom teachers. 

 A desire not to miss lessons from both the student and teacher perspective.   

 The time available for staff to be focused on WP, for example to have more time for 
direct contact with students around WP.   

 A lack of drive around WP in a school or college. 

 Worries over the financial costs of studying in HE and not realising that there was 
help available, highlighting a need for more finance expertise to be available to 
people considering HE. 

 

Overall, finance was considered to be a huge barrier to participation in HE making support 

from grants and bursaries whilst studying for a degree crucial. 

The institutional level 

Research participants observed two extremes when it came to engagement around WP at 

the institutional level.  On the one hand, there were schools and colleges who were seen as 

highly engaged and swamped with offers from different university WP teams.  However, 

there were other schools and colleges who had very limited involvement with Higher 

Education WP teams. This could be due to location (a view that not being sited close to an 

HE institution had an impact on WP work, or not being in a deprived area), a lack of interest 

from senior management or competing priorities for staff (like pressure on exam results).    

REFLECTIONS ON WHAT WORKS WELL IN WP 

Various features of WP programmes were highlighted as positive aspects of the programme. 

 WP Student Ambassadors 
o Often from WP backgrounds themselves, WP Student Ambassadors were 

described as approachable and easy to identify with for young people.  They 
were also able to talk about the hands-on experience of doing a degree, living 
away from home and so on, as they were currently HE students themselves. 

o Felt able to talk openly about university life. 
o Paying Student Ambassadors in this role helped support WP students in HEIs 
o The WP Student Ambassadors gained personally too, and often used their 

experiences to enhance their own future. 

 Campus visits 
o Very valuable in making university more visible, welcoming and less alien –

involved contact with Student Ambassadors; could spark an interest in going 
to university. 

 Intensive programmes 
o Provided more in-depth understanding of an academic discipline 
o Programmes that were residential also gave a taste of living arrangements, 

meeting new people and student social life.   

 Interactive activities and pitching approach carefully 
o School / college staff following up on subject taster sessions reported a much 

more enthusiastic response from students when the activities were highly 
interactive  



o Linked to taking on a more interactive approach, WP staff mentioned extra 
training for academics to help them adapt their teaching style for younger 
age groups. 

 WP Co-ordinator roles  
o Having named contacts responsible for WP in higher education institutions, 

with a specific remit, helped to build relationships and brought clarity to 
different aspects of WP. 

o A few school and college participants had a distinct Widening Participation 
co-ordinator role.  Having a dedicated role, even though part time, allowed 
these staff to focus more clearly on WP and they welcomed having a more 
‘ring fenced’ approach to their work.  One of the universities had encouraged 
this approach by funding provision of some part time roles dedicated to 
Widening Participation in sixth form colleges.   

SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVING WP 

Whilst there was a general view that Widening Participation programmes were working well 

participants mentioned aspects that were felt to be in need of improvement.  A key 

objective for this study was thinking about the future development of WP and so all the 

participants were asked to suggest ways in which WP could be enhanced going forward.   

Aspects of WP in need of improvement 

Various aspects of Widening Participation were thought to be in need of improvement: 

 Raising student aspirations 

 Identifying WP students and defining more clearly what eligibility means to enable 
more targeted work 

 Reducing duplication of work 

 Follow up on WP activities 

 Provision of feedback on WP activities  

 Location of activities and broadening reach 

 More bespoke individual support and more targeted advice 

 Developing a pathway to HE 

 Branding 

DOES WP ACHIEVE ITS AIMS? 

A key question put to the study participants was whether the Widening Participation 

programme achieved its overarching aims; essentially, was their work having the intended 

impact of encouraging more people from targeted groups to enter higher education and be 

awarded a degree when they leave?  There was a widespread view among the study 

participants in professional roles (inside and outside of HE) that WP was successful in that 

more young people were deciding to go to university. The difficulty was that it was hard to 

know if the increased numbers of students applying to go to university was as a result of 

widening participation activities.   

It was hoped that recent improvements in WP data collection via the HEAT database would 

make it possible for outcomes to be better understood, helping staff to better judge the 

success of their work and develop more finely tuned programmes.  However, participants in 

the study had concerns over the quality of data held on HEAT in terms of currency (how up 



to date it actually is) and accuracy (how well it is inputted onto the system and the reliability 

of the data supplied); even so, participants felt that some issues could be mitigated with 

greater input from members of WP teams.  Stakeholders in schools and colleges also 

wanted more information on student pathways for those participating in WP programmes 

to help inform their own work. The key challenge was the time it took for data to come 

through as outcomes might not be understood for many years.   

Whilst better understanding of WP programmes and their impact was sought, there were 

participants who questioned the drive for statistics and wondered whether it would ever be 

possible to measure the success of Widening Participation activities as there could be so 

many factors influencing outcomes. 

Defining success 

The obvious definition of success for Widening Participation would be a student deciding to 

go into higher education.  However, this did not fit with the ethos described by many 

participants in this study which focused on people making the choice that was right for them 

at that point in time, which could include not going to university; much harder to evidence 

and therefore measure accurately.   

WHERE NEXT FOR WIDENING PARTICIPATION? 

Participants raised a number of issues when considering the role of Widening Participation 

going forward. 

 The structure of WP programmes – how tailored should or can they be? 
o The development of programmes tailored to the needs of those taking part 

were seen as important for engaging interest in WP in new and creative 
ways; there was evidence of this impacting more broadly on programmes.  
However, pressures on funding could mean responsive work with schools and 
colleges would have to end; there was a call for this to be carefully thought 
about and perhaps to review the need for some other activities to enable 
tailored WP work to continue. 

 Switching the emphasis – reflecting diversity 
o A greater focus, both nationally and locally, on diversity in higher education 

to help people from under-represented groups feel less alienated and more 
at ease with HE.  Whilst WP Student Ambassadors were seen to contribute to 
this aim, particpants felt diversity needed to be better reflected in HE staffing 
more broadly, including in WP teams, and in particular in University 
management. 

 The National Collaborative Outreach Programme (NCOP) 
o A new initiative, NCOP, was introduced at the time of the research with a 

focus on target groups from disadvantaged backgrounds and people from 
ethnic minorities.   Participants often saw NCOP as an opportunity to develop 
a much more collaborative approach with less duplication among university 
WP providers but they were unsure if this was a going to be a priority for the 
programme, especially as HEIs were under pressure to recruit more students. 

o Those who wanted to see a shift in WP towards much younger age groups 
expressed concerns over whether NCOP would be focusing mainly on Year 12 
students. 



 Focusing more on the longer term pathway – the student lifecycle and beyond 
o Most WP activities were focused on the period up to the point of entering 

higher education (more specifically on school and college students up to the 
age of eighteen), with student services taking over at that point on a more 
individualised basis.  However, it was felt that more could be done by WP 
teams to engage with their cohort of students on entering university, as they 
progressed through it and, it was suggested, beyond into work and/or 
postgraduate studies. 

 Shifting the emphasis of WP towards younger age groups 
o There was a view that WP programmes in Sussex were too intensely focused 

on Year 12 students when information and advice could be much more 
effective and inspiring for younger age-groups, for example when they were 
thinking about subject choices for GCSEs (Years 9-11), and also much younger 
children, to shape ideas on what could be possible in life.  

o Working with younger age groups was also seen as more maneagable as 
missing classes to take part in WP activities would not have the same impact 
as for older students close to exams and qualifications.   

 Initiatives that come and go – political agendas 
o Those involved in WP for a long time remarked on the challenges of short 

term initiatives that were closed just as they had ‘bedded in’ and then having 
to start over with a new programme.  Political agendas were said to be 
driving such changes.  Whilst participants talked about fears over upward 
social mobility being lost, they noted that their concerns had not been 
realised in policy to date.  Even so, some expressed apprehension over an 
increasing emphasis on outcomes and value for money that put difficult to 
measure programmes like WP at risk of losing funding. 

o Concerns over variable tuition fees in relation to social mobility were also 
mentioned in terms of making the more desirable universities out of reach 
for WP students from families on low incomes. 

 

CONCLUDING COMMENTS 

This study gathered a range of perspectives on Widening Participation programmes active 

across Sussex.  It was clear that those involved in WP brought a huge passion to their work 

and were dedicated to the shared ethos of widening participation and the opportunities it 

could provide for disadvantaged groups.   

A huge challenge going forward is the discrepancy between those who are passionately 

involved in running WP activities and their colleagues who need to be persuaded of the 

importance of widening participation in the face of competing pressures.   This came 

through in the findings whether in the universities themselves or in schools and colleges.  

Efforts to engage others in WP suggested a review of how key aspects of the programme 

were being communicated, particularly in respect of who was being targeted, the broad 

nature of the work (ie you do not have to be applying to the university providing WP 

activities), the practical aspects of being an HE student, and the eligibility criteria.   

Key influencers were considered to be parents, classroom teachers and senior managers – 

specific work with these groups was considered very important by many of the research 



participants, partly this was about educating people about WP but also providing greater 

feedback on activities.  The idea of a central website covering all things WP sounded like a 

useful resource to support more personal communication activities.  The role of WP Student 

Ambassadors could be expanded to help meet the need for clearer communication.  The 

Ambassadors shone through as huge assets to WP programmes as they personally 

demonstrated the possibilities of doing a degree and the positive impact it could have, 

making them role-models for others from diverse WP backgrounds considering whether HE 

was for them;  Ambassador talks about their own pathway into HE were welcomed.  The 

experiences of WP Student Ambassadors at university also provide an opportunity to 

explore support whilst studying for a degree, the student lifecycle and beyond into 

work/careers.   

Generally, the research suggested a need for more interactions around the role of WP, the 

timing of the more intensive activities and aligning it more with the curriculum so as to 

encourage student and teacher engagement.  However, there were also questions about 

delivery and calls for a more extensive reach going beyond schools and colleges.  On the one 

hand this meant thinking about alternative locations but also engaging with communities to 

demystify HE as something elitist, and thinking about mature students, whether in their 

early twenties or much older.  Ideas about reaching out to parents suggested some real 

opportunities for WP in terms of broadening its reach, whilst at the same time supporting 

younger people with their choices.  Another aspect of WP programmes felt to be in need of 

more thought by participants was a greater focus on people who had the capability to get a 

degree but who were not thinking about going into HE for various reasons, which could 

include financial and cultural barriers.  One idea was to improve the links between Higher 

Education and Further Education by establishing a more explicit pathway for students. 

The interactive approach adopted when delivering  some WP activities was identified as 

working well but there was an impression that it could be used more effectively across a 

wider range of WP work.  Perhaps for resourcing reasons, the idea of one to one work 

featured less in WP programmes but research participants did mention this as an 

opportunity for review and development – many examples were given of individualised 

responsive help proving useful and there needing to be more opportunities for this to 

happen either in schools or elsewhere. 

The current set up of WP programmes being located in HE providers had caused some 

challenges, specifically duplication of work, misunderstandings due to individualised 

branding and concerns over recruitment drives.  It was hoped that new initiatives might 

bring people together around the WP ethos more effectively, although there were many 

reservations over whether this would be possible given funding issues, competing 

institutional goals and timing constraints. 

This study suggests there is a huge amount of activity being undertaken by higher education 

institutes which is very well received.  However, the large numbers of people in the WP 

target groups still means it is hard to reach all those who could benefit from WP 

programmes.  The various stakeholders taking part in this study offered a host of insights 

and suggestions that it is hoped will help shape Widening Participation going forward.



 
 

 

Research Report 

1 Introduction 
 

This report describes perceptions of a policy initiative, known as Widening Participation 

(WP), which aims to reduce social inequalities and increase social mobility.  The report is 

based on the findings from a research study which involved in-depth interviews and group 

discussions among those with a special interest in WP and how it is applied.  The study 

focused on the views of people living or studying in one region of the UK: the county of 

Sussex, located in the south east of England.   

The study was funded with research and evaluation money made available to Sussex, as a 

region, through the National Network for Collaboration (NNCO).  Whilst the NNCO initiative 

was overseen nationally by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), 

locally NNCO funding for Sussex was distributed to each of the universities / higher 

education institutes (HEIs) located in the county and also made available as part of the 

NNCO collaboration formed locally and known as the Sussex Learning Network.  

This chapter sets out the background to the study before going on to describe the research 

methods used and the types of people who took part. 

Introduction 

In the UK there is a widely held view that we should be striving for a society that is fair and 

where each individual has a similar chance of being healthy and happy.  However, it is clear 

that a person’s life chances for achieving such goals are hugely variable and often relate to 

the level and types of resources they can access, as well as the way society is organised.  

Governments over the years, stretching back many decades, have introduced various 

policies with the stated intention of increasing the social mobility of the poorest, and more 

generally ‘narrowing the gap’ between rich and poor in the UK.  Policies around taxation,  

social security benefits and free healthcare are all examples of approaches to reducing 

disadvantage. A key means for increasing social mobility for those from disadvantaged 

backgrounds is education; gaining a degree level qualification is nowadays often seen as 

pivotal to developing a professional career and more generally raising an individual’s 

chances of financial security.   

Overall, official statistics show a substantial increase in the numbers of people going into 

higher education to study for a degree in recent years3 4 5.  However, a closer study of the 

                                                      
3 Department for Education and Skills (2003) The Future of Higher Education, White Paper, HMSO: London 
4 Bowers-Brown, T. (2006) Widening Participation in Higher Education Amongst Students from Disadvantaged 

Socio-Economic Groups, Tertiary Education and Management 12, 59–74   
5 Chowdry, H., Crawford, C., Dearden, L., Goodman, A. and Vignoles, A. (2013) Widening participation in higher 
education: analysis using linked administrative data. Journal of the Royal Statistical Society: Series A (Statistics 
in Society), 176: 431–457 



numbers reveals that people from particular groups in society are much less likely to go on 

and study for a degree after leaving school6.  Chowdry et al’s (2012) statistical study found a 

wide difference between pupils eligible for free school meals (FSM) and those who were not 

– 14% of those receiving FSM whilst at school went on to university compared with 33% of 

pupils who were not eligible.  Other research has shown a substantial worsening of 

participation among people from lower socio-economic groups in the 1980s and 1990s with 

small improvements since then7 8 9 10. So, whilst many benefit from furthering their 

education, perhaps gaining better paid jobs and increasing their opportunities in life, the 

wealth gap has remained pretty constant.   

Paul Bolton reported to the UK parliament in 2015/16 citing more recent statistics that show 

dips in the overall upward trend of increasing student numbers in HE, but each of these 

drops (in 2006, 2009 and 2012) could be linked to changes in fees11.  It was a surprise to 

many that the dips were all short term, although Paul Bolton suggests that other factors 

were at play in relation to additional support, like bursaries.  Of particular relevance to the 

Widening Participation programme, is the analysis of the statistics suggesting that the 

numbers of students from ‘lower’ socio-economic groups continued to increase along with 

other groups. However, Paul Bolton noted in another report, entitled ‘Higher Education and 

Social Class’, that the gaps in participation between socio-economic groups remained very 

large and the rate of change slow12. 

Successive governments have funded a series of initiatives aimed at increasing the numbers 

of people who study to degree level with the stated aim of improving overall educational 

attainment and progression.  Examples include Aim Higher, the National Networks for 

Collaborative Outreach (NNCO) and, more recently, the National Collaborative Outreach 

Programme (NCOP).   

What is Widening Participation? 

The Higher Education Act 2004 introduced tuition fees for university students.  Concerns 

over the deterring effect fees could have on those from lower incomes entering higher 

education (HE) led to the formation of the Office for Fair Access (OFFA).  OFFA was set up 

with the intention of removing financial reasons for excluding people from applying to HE 

and to ensure that universities and colleges made a commitment to increasing participation 

                                                      
6 Department for Education (2017) Widening Participation in Higher Education, England, 2014/15 age cohort, 
SFR 39/2017, HMSO: 03 August 2017 
7 Blanden, J. and Machin, S. (2004) Educational inequality and the expansion of UK higher education. Scot. J. 
Polit. Econ., 51, 230–249 
8 Galindo-Rueda, F., Marcenaro-Gutierrez, O. and Vignoles, A. (2004) The widening socio-economic gap in UK 
higher education. Natn. Inst. Econ. Rev., 190, 70–82 
9 Glennerster, H. (2001) United Kingdom education 1997–2001. Working Paper 50. Centre for the Analysis of 
Social Exclusion, London. 
10 Machin, S. and Vignoles, A. (2004) Educational inequality: the widening socio-economic gap. Fisc. 
Stud., 25, 107–128 
11 Bolton, P House of Commons BRIEFING PAPER Number 917, Tuition Fee Statistics, London: 2 December 
2016. 
12 Bolton, P House of Commons Standard Note: SN/SG/620, Higher education and social class, London: 18 June 
2010 



in higher education among under-represented groups.  Examples of under-represented 

groups include: 

 people from lower socio-economic groups or from neighbourhoods where higher 
education participation is low 

 people from low income backgrounds (defined as up to £42,875 per year household 
income at the time of the research) 

 some ethnic groups or sub-groups, including White males from economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds 

 disabled people 

 mature and part-time learners 

 care leavers 

 carers 

 people estranged from their families 

 people from gypsy and Traveller communities 

 refugees 

 students with mental health problems, Specific Learning Difficulties and/or who are 
on the autism spectrum. 

 

Initially, OFFA focused on increasing the number of people from disadvantaged groups 

entering HE but the emphasis has shifted over the last few years towards outcomes post-

degree.  OFFA expects HE institutions to reduce barriers to entry, support students to 

complete their studies (including getting the best results they can) and help people progress 

to employment or further study.  This is referred to as the ‘whole student lifecycle 

approach’.  All universities who receive public funding are expected to produce an annual 

Access Agreement that states how they will meet these requirements and the initiatives 

they have in place to action them.  Typically, this work is approached via a Widening 

Participation Programme which may well be identified by a different name, such as First 

Generation Scholars. 

As tuition fees in HE continue to increase it is expected that more funding be put into 

university programmes that involve intensive work with traditionally under-represented 

groups, although it is not clear that this will definitely be the case, nor that any of the money 

will be protected i.e. ‘ring-fenced’.   

Every university in the UK has been tasked with increasing the diversity of their student 

populations.  Universities employ staff with a Widening Participation (WP) remit to engage 

with people and encourage them to consider taking up a place at university.  Along with 

broader support to help the transition from school/college to higher education, the WP 

teams have a particular focus on engaging people from disadvantaged groups (often 

referred to as ‘target groups’) and follow guidance from the Office for Fair Access 

(OFFA).  The list of disadvantaged groups, replicated above, covers a wide range of people 

including those from families on low incomes, care leavers, young carers, and those with 

disabilities.  However, it is up to each university to decide how they will manage their WP 

resources and, to an extent, which groups will be targeted. 



WP teams based in HE mainly engage in a number of outreach activities and workshops 

among school age children as part of the various programmes they run, with more limited 

work with older students studying at Further Education colleges.  Some universities run 

activities open to all students whilst others run programmes only for those in the target 

groups, indeed universities may run both within their overall WP offer. 

About this research 

This study aimed to gather a deeper understanding of what widening participation means to 

different people.  The research findings are being used to shape how Widening Participation 

teams active in Sussex develop their work in the future.   

Research Question 

How is the work of the Widening Participation teams active in Sussex perceived by their key 

stakeholders? 

Aim 

To explore perceptions of Widening Participation with a view to informing the development 

of future activities and programmes. 

Objectives 

 To explore perceptions of Widening Participation in Higher Education more generally 
from a wide range of stakeholder perspectives. 

 

 To gather views on the current work of the Widening Participation teams at the 

Universities of Brighton, Chichester and Sussex exploring:  

o Understanding of the role of WP - what are seen as the aims of WP?  Do 

current activities address those aims? 

o Thoughts on WP activities run by the universities, experiences of 

running/participating in activities 

o How activities are communicated and by whom 

o The impact WP teams are thought to have – how much is known about the 

pathway students follow after engaging with WP, what could be done to 

understand this better 

 To explore what is done well and what could be done differently including: 

o Does the work/approach need to be reviewed in any way, for example how 

activities are delivered   

o Do stakeholders have ideas for new activities that would increase 

engagement with target groups 

o Are there other groups of potential HE students Widening Participation 

programmes need to focus on 



o As Widening Participation develops going forward, what advice would 

stakeholders give to those planning for the future 

WP stakeholders 

A number of groups have a stake in the work of Widening Participation.   

Within universities there are the teams employed to design and deliver WP programmes to 

potential HE students.  There are also members of the senior management team at the 

university with responsibility for the strategic direction of their WP teams.  Academic, 

faculty based university staff, work with their WP team as advisors and/or to deliver 

activities.  Very often WP student ambassadors help run activities and events.  WP Student 

Ambassadors are currently studying for degrees themselves and generally come from one or 

more of the groups categorised as disadvantaged by OFFA.  Universities may have other 

stakeholders among staff involved in WP, for example student support services working 

with care leavers.    

Outside the universities there are other stakeholders which include school and college 

students from disadvantaged groups and, more generally, other people who might be 

interested in going to university.  There are also a wide range of staff working in primary and 

secondary schools, and also sixth form colleges, who are involved in WP in one way or 

another, for example co-ordinating activities and talking about access to higher education.  

Additionally, Further Education colleges are increasingly offering degree courses in 

partnership with universities and the FE role in offering vocational pathways to Level 6 

qualifications (honours degrees) looks likely to develop substantially with the introduction 

of new legislation13 14.   

Organisations like the Sussex Learning Network have an interest in WP, as do specialist 

organisations who offer WP style programmes on behalf of some universities.  There are 

other stakeholders who are perhaps less involved in WP activities but still have an interest, 

these would include parents and/or family of potential HE students and also, more broadly, 

employers.   

This study gathered the views of people from various key stakeholder groups, but not all as 

the identification of the importance of other groups emerged from the study findings i.e. 

were indicated by the participants.  It is hoped that future research will build on the findings 

further and draw in a wider set of views.  The key stakeholder groups involved in the study 

reported here were: 

 University WP team members with varying roles and responsibilities 

 Senior management with overall responsibility for WP at their university 

 FE college senior managers, some with a direct responsibility for WP 

 Academics who advise on WP and deliver WP activities  

 Student ambassadors who support the delivery of WP activities and bring their own 
perspective on being a WP student studying for a degree in higher education 

                                                      
13 Department for Business, Innovation & Skills and the Department for Education (June 2016) ‘Post-16 Skills 
Plan’ London: Stationery Office 
14 Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy (January 2017) Building our industrial stragey: Green 
Paper London: Stationery Office 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-business-energy-and-industrial-strategy


 Students aged 18 who had just completed Year 13 of their studies, some of whom 
were just starting university, and who had some contact with a WP activity or 
programme 

 Classroom teachers 

 Senior managers based in secondary schools and/or sixth form colleges 

 WP co-ordinators based in secondary schools and/or sixth form colleges 

 Information Advice and Guidance (IAG) advisors in schools and colleges (often with a 
responsibility for WP and playing a co-ordinating role) 

Methodology and research design 

The study adopted a qualitative methodology as this suits the exploratory approach 

suggested by the aims of the research.  A total of 60 in-depth interviews and 4 group 

discussions were undertaken for the study involving some 76 people.  Most people were 

interviewed one-to-one with a researcher but a few were interviewed alongside a colleague 

(with consent) if this was considered more appropriate, for example where people had a 

shared responsibility for WP.   

Two follow-up workshops were held with university staff towards the end of the study to 

gather their views on the initial analysis of the findings and to explore participant views on 

the future of WP; the workshops included break-out groups that involved people who had 

taken part in the interviews and group discussion as well as those who had not.  Four break-

out groups were facilitated by the study researchers involving a total of 23 participants. 

Overall, 88 people contributed their views to the study. 

Sample selection 

A purposive sampling15 technique was used for the research to identify key stakeholders 

with an interest in Widening Participation as an initiative and / or experience of activities 

run as part of WP programmes.   From there people who fitted into those stakeholder 

groups were invited to take part in the study.  The researchers were looking to have a 

relatively heterogeneous sample, i.e. diverse, to reflect a wide range of perspectives within 

each stakeholder group.  So, for example, among the students we were able to use the 

HEAT (Higher Education Access Tracker) database to identify people from low income 

households, those with disabilities, people from ethnic minority groups and so on.  We also 

wanted to make sure that our participants came from different parts of Sussex and had 

different types of contact with WP programmes and the universities (from very little 

experience to intensive). 

The table below sets out our sample in more detail. 

                                                      
15 A purposive sample is where researchers make a conscious decision, or judgement, over which types of 
people who are to be included in a study.  Generally, the researcher will use their knowledge about the study 
population to make these decisions, although other factors like funding or approach to recruitment may also 
play a part. 



Sample profile for the interviews and group discussions 

Role Number of 
participants 

  

Academics 6 

  

Further Education colleges, senior management 5 

  

Higher Education/university, senior management 2 

  

Secondary schools  

Senior management 6 

WP co-ordinator role 2 

Information Advice and Guidance Advisors 4 

Classroom teachers 3 

  

Sixth form colleges  

Senior management 4 

WP co-ordinator role 4 

Information Advice and Guidance Advisors 2 

Classroom teachers 2 

  

University WP teams  

WP team managers 3 

WP team leaders 5 

WP Co-ordinators 9 

WP team: other roles 3 

  

WP Student Ambassadors / WP students in HE 7 

  

Year 13 students (aged 18 at time of interview) 9 

  

TOTAL 76 
 

Recruitment to the research study 

A variety of approaches were taken to identify potential research participants; reflecting the 

different types of stakeholders involved in the study.  This section describes the steps we 

took to identify people for the research, how we went about approaching them and, where 

useful, reflections on the most effective strategies.   

All the participants were formally invited to take part in the study by email, even in cases 

where there was an initial, more informal, request to be involved in the research (usually 

from a third party, such as a headteacher).  The email included a copy of the participant 

information sheet describing the research in more depth and an example of the consent 

form they would need to sign before sharing their views with the researchers (these are 

included as Appendix 1).  A confirmation email providing details of the researcher name, 



date and location of the interview or discussion group was sent to all those who took part; a 

reminder was made by email or telephone a day or so before to encourage participation or, 

if needed, re-arrange the appointment. 

The following sections outline the approaches we took to recruiting different types of WP 

stakeholders to the study. 

WP teams 

Three Widening Participation teams based in universities were involved in the study.  The 

head of each team was asked to supply details of their staff and the researchers used the 

information provided to identify different roles within each team.  One of the universities, 

whilst enthusiastic about the research, was unable to take part to the extent of the other 

two due to time pressures at the time of the study.   

Having identified the make-up of the teams, the researchers organised the interviews and 

group discussions such that people in similar roles within their university could be either 

grouped together for a discussion or interviewed separately.   

To ensure that WP staff saw the research as credible, WP managers for each team were 

asked to send the initial email about the research but the recipients were asked to respond 

to the researchers directly rather than their manager.  We took this approach so as to try 

and minimise staff feeling obliged to take part because their manager had sent the initial 

invitation.  People were given a few days to consider whether they wanted to participate or 

not before they were contacted by a researcher, most wanted to take part.   

All the interviews and group discussions took place at university venues but in meeting 

rooms that were separate from the WP team offices.   

University senior managers 

People in senior management positions were invited to take part in the study by the lead 

researcher.  As with all the participants, it was made clear that they could decline the 

invitation if they preferred and they were given a few days to respond before being 

contacted by the research team.  The two interviews with university senior managers were 

held in their offices. 

Academics 

Staff from WP teams identified academics they were working with and the researchers used 

this information to ensure a spread of views from a range of disciplines.  The WP team 

manager sent out the initial research invitation for follow up by the research team.  Again, it 

was emphasised that participation was voluntary and people were asked to tell the 

researcher directly if they did not want to take part. 

WP Student Ambassadors 

The WP Student Ambassadors were drawn from lists held by two of the participating 

universities.  The WP team managers from each university sent email invitations to their 

Student Ambassadors for follow up by the researchers.  The researchers were also keen to 

include WP students at university who were not Student Ambassadors.  Many WP students 

had been engaged in paid WP work once at university, making it hard to identify those who 

had not; however, one such participant was identified and recruited to the study. 



Staff based in Further Education colleges, secondary schools and sixth form colleges 

A list of FE colleges, secondary schools and sixth form colleges located in Sussex was put 

together with the help of the participating universities and the Sussex Learning Network; 

the researchers also drew information from the HEAT database.  The list included those 

institutions that were known to be actively engaged in WP work as well as those that were 

thought not to be.  Schools and colleges from across the region were identified to take part 

in the study along with a focus on where they were based in terms of urban and rural 

locations.  In particular, some schools and colleges were identified as having high numbers 

of WP eligible students from the OFFA target groups.  

The headteacher or principal was then sent an email inviting participation in the study; the 

request asked for 2-3 interviews per organisation and set out the roles we were interested 

in for the study, which was in many cases a mixture of senior management, those with day 

to day co-ordinating roles for WP, information advice and guidance (IAG) advisors and 

classroom teachers.  In reality there was some overlap in roles, for example it could be the 

IAG who had responsibility for organising WP in their school or college. 

A researcher followed up each email to explore willingness to take part and, where there 

was interest, liaised with a member of staff (usually a personal assistant to a senior 

manager) to set up interviews.  Individual invitations to take part in the study were sent out 

by the lead researcher to members of staff identified by senior managers making it clear 

that participation was voluntary and people were given time to opt out should they wish.  A 

researcher then followed up by email or telephone to explore willingness to take part and 

availability.  We were conscious that staff working in schools and colleges had very 

pressured diaries and so we tried to be as flexible as we could in setting up these 

appointments.  All the interviews were held at participants’ places of work in rooms 

identified by staff as private, quiet and free from interruption. 

In terms of participation in the study there were: 

 4 Further Education colleges 

 7 secondary schools (with and without sixth forms) 

 4 sixth form colleges 

Year 13 students 

Students who had recently completed Year 13 of their education, and were 18 years old, 

were drawn from lists held on the Higher Education Access Tracker (HEAT) database; they 

had all had contact with at least one WP activity, ranging from minimal to very intensive.  

We initially made contact with students via an email invite from the WP team manager of 

the university they had been involved with.  More latterly, the research lead for the study 

made the initial contact.  Contact information was often out of date or inaccurate so a 

variety of approaches were used, including telephone look up, but in the end a second 

follow up email from the lead researcher proved most effective.   

Once a student expressed willingness to take part, telephone numbers could be more easily 

shared and an appointment set up for the interview.  The interviews were held either on 

university premises, over the telephone or at the student’s home, with participants being 

given a choice over the venue which suited them best – most opted for a university site or 



over the telephone.  Year 13 students were given an Amazon voucher to the value of £20 by 

way of incentive to take part and a thank you for their time. 

Fieldwork 

The in-depth interviews were typically an hour long and were mainly one to one with a 

researcher; a few were joint interviews involving two people talking to the researcher.  The 

group discussions involved between 3 and 4 participants and took 1½ hours.  The workshops 

were 2-3 hours long.  Each workshop began with a presentation of early research findings 

and then the participants were divided into two groups.  Each group took part in a 

facilitated discussion to gather their reactions to the themes and to explore thoughts on the 

future of WP. 

All the interviews and group discussions (including the workshops) were facilitated by the 

research team and involved the use of topic guides.   A topic guide is really an aide-memoire 

listing topics to be raised with participants.  However, topic guides are meant to be ‘fluid’ 

with researchers providing plenty of opportunities for participants to raise any new issues 

they see as relevant to the study aims.  For this study a series of topic guides were used, 

each tailored to different types of stakeholders and fieldwork methods; these are attached 

as Appendix 2. 

The interviews, group discussions and workshop break-out groups were audio-recorded 

digitally and then transcribed ver batim. 

Analysis 

A thematic approach to analysis, known as ‘Framework’16, was used for this study. The 

method works from ‘raw data’ in the form of verbatim transcripts of recorded interviews 

and involves a systematic process of sifting, summarising and sorting the material according 

to key issues and themes.  Computer software is now available to support this process 

(NVivo 11 incorporating Framework) and this was used for this study.  Transcripts were 

coded according to emerging concepts which then allowed the research team to review 

other data in relation to the themes identified.  

The experience of using this approach is one of flowing backwards and forwards between 

analytical distance and being immersed in the data as the researcher makes sense of subtle 

cues and references.  The analysis continues during the write-up stage with continuous 

review of insights and thoughts whilst checking back with the raw data. 

Timing 

The research was conducted over the course of a year starting in May 2016. 

Ethics 

All the email invitations sent to potential participants included a Participant Information 

Sheet and an example of the consent form they would need to sign before taking part.  Both 

the information sheet and the consent form were adapted depending on the type of 

                                                      
16 Ritchie, J. & Lewis, J. 2003. Qualitative research practice: a guide for social science 

students and researchers, London, Sage. 
 



stakeholder, for example ‘widening participation’ was not referred to specifically in the 

information sheet for Year 13 students as it was thought the term would be unfamiliar.  

Appendix 2 includes examples of the different topic guide documents used. 

The study was reviewed and approved by the School of Applied Social Science Research 

Ethics and Governance Committee of the University of Brighton. 

Structure of this report 

The remainder of this report is concerned with the key findings from the research.  It begins 

by exploring participant perceptions of Widening Participation, including how those actively 

involved in WP explain it to other people.  The following chapters then explore views on the 

groups targeted for more intensive WP activities, issues relating to participation in Widening 

Participation programmes (covering both steps taken to encourage involvement as well as 

barriers that have arisen), views on what works well in WP and what needs improving.  The 

report then takes a step back to explore stakeholder reflections on whether Widening 

Participation achieves its aims, at least in the eyes of those involved in it. And finally, we 

look at the study participants’ thoughts on the future of WP going forward. 

  



Research Findings 

  



2 Defining Widening Participation 
 

This chapter begins by looking at how participants saw Widening Participation and what 

they think it is about. It then looks at how those actively involved in WP work explain their 

work to others, particularly people taking part in activities.  This is followed by the research 

participants’ views on the value of Widening Participation and the importance they attach 

to it. This chapter finishes with a look at how WP is approached and structured among the 

universities located in the Sussex region. 

Working definitions 

Firstly, it is important to say that not all of the study participants were familiar with the term 

‘Widening Participation’ 

“Widening Participation is quite, it sounds quite abstract to me, kind of this, 

it’s not kind of clear to somebody who doesn’t know the sector, maybe it isn’t 

completely clear what it actually means.” 

(University WP team member) 

and others believed that this was true for many people not directly involved in WP: 

“I'd say like nine out of ten people that I speak to don’t know what [WP] is 

and they’re kind of like ‘What’s that?’.” 

(University WP team member) 

Generally, the stakeholders talking from a professional point of view were very familiar with 

WP, including the student ambassadors.  However, the Year 13 students taking part in the 

study had not heard of Widening Participation as a term.  Some had an awareness of 

additional help for particular students and knew that they had been involved in a university 

programme.  Extra help included things like bursaries and reduced tariffs (being accepted 

onto a course with lower grades than might ordinarily be expected).   

HE institutions have each ‘branded’ their WP programmes differently.  In Sussex, the 

University of Brighton refers to its programme as Compact Plus, the University of Chichester 

has Access 2 Chichester and the University of Sussex calls its programme First Generation 

Scholars.  The Year 13 students interviewed for our study had all had some involvement 

with a university led WP programme. 

Among the participants who were familiar with WP there was a shared view of what 

Widening Participation meant to participants who knew the term.  Overall, people 

considered Widening Participation to be about increasing the number of people from 

groups recognised as under-represented on HE courses. 

“What I describe to parents is the fact that obviously there are certain groups 

that are under-represented at university and my job is to sort of try and 

encourage those students to explore the possibility.” 

(WP co-ordinator, sixth form college) 



Some participants referred to social disadvantage and ‘redressing the balance’.  There was 

also mention of WP being related to the introduction of university fees for students.  

Generally though, WP was understood to be about under-represented groups and the 

support available to them.  Participants were often keen to emphasise that no-one was 

under pressure to apply to university; they said that WP programmes were in place to give 

people the information they needed to make a decision about whether they wanted to 

study for a degree.  

“So for me Widening Participation is sort of it’s informing people who come 

from like the non-traditional university backgrounds about sort of the benefits 

of uni, and making sort of young people see their potential. So it’s making 

young people who are able, and sort of do have the grades, to do it - to see 

that ‘yeah, university is for me’ and there should be no barriers stopping you 

from going to university.” 

(WP Student Ambassador) 

Specifically, advice was pitched at helping people make the right decision for them at that 

point in time, or perhaps to lay the foundations for the future should they change their 

mind at a later date and want to apply. 

“So if they’re saying no to university, [knowing] why they are saying no. And if 

they’re saying yes, [that] they know why they’re saying yes.” 

(WP Student Ambassador) 

The relationship between Widening Participation and social mobility was clear with talk of 

‘levelling the playing field’ and ‘a sense of fairness’: 

“I kind of think of it as: people’s backgrounds should have no influence on 

their kind of future.  … if they want to go to university and they’ve got the 

academic ability to go to university everybody should have the opportunity to.  

And I don’t think it’s like that - that’s the kind of goal of Widening 

Participation, or widening access, is to kind of level that playing field.  So 

whether you come from like a private school or whether you come from a 

local secondary school in rural Sussex, is it really true that the people in the 

private school are genuinely all so much more intelligent than the people in 

other schools?  And I don’t think that’s true at all.  I just think they’ve had 

better opportunity and so it’s providing opportunity for people from non-

traditional backgrounds that will have the same academic potential and they 

just need a bit of a helping hand along the way to achieve that potential.” 

(University WP team member) 

Alongside comments on the relationship between WP and social mobility, there was also 

another angle expressed around what studying for a degree can bring to a person that was 

beyond economic benefits and related more to personal growth.  Concerns over a policy 

stance that emphasised upskilling the workforce and losing sight of HE institutions as being 

places of self-discovery were expressed: 



“I think there are some issues around seeing higher education as purely a 

mechanism to up-skill our workforce and that it's all about employment and 

qualification.  And it then perhaps takes away some of the role of universities 

as being places of learning and self-discovery, that are separate to your 

vocation or to your career or to your job.”  

(University WP team member) 

The WP ethos 

There was a widely held view that WP was about providing information and support to 

people so they could decide whether doing a degree would be the right choice for them, 

coupled with a clear message that HE was not right for everyone:  

‘… also trying to help them if they don’t think university is for them, is [sic] 

there alternatives?  Because I think that’s really important because university 

isn’t for everyone.  There’s no point in trying to say everyone should come but 

it’s like if you can, and if you think it’s right for you, then you should – but 

there’s always like other things you can do instead of coming to uni.’ 

(WP Student Ambassador) 

The general idea communicated by participants was that people thinking about doing a 

degree (or those who might be encouraged to think about doing so) gather information 

from a university local to where they are living but can choose to go to a higher education 

institution anywhere.  However, there were mixed views on whether this ethos played out 

in reality with some suggesting that there were universities that were using their Widening 

Participation programmes to recruit students; this was often perceived as undermining the 

wider ideals of Widening Participation.   

WP teams were located in different departments in universities.  For example, WP might be  

linked to support services, recruitment or marketing. The positioning of WP teams within 

their universities was seen as suggestive for some participants.  So, if Widening Participation 

was located within a university’s recruitment department then that could be taken as an 

indication that recruitment was potentially driving the WP agenda there.  Whilst WP team 

members were clearly passionate about the principles behind Widening Participation they 

did discuss how some universities were under intense pressure to increase their student 

numbers: 

“I appreciate there’s pressures but [please] don’t do it at the expense of 

Widening Participation.” 

(University WP team member) 

Even so, there were WP team members who felt that it ought to be possible to manage a 

WP agenda alongside a carefully managed recruitment strategy. 

The perceived tension between WP and recruitment was not always seen as simply a 

management issue, an academic felt that colleagues were sometimes more willing to 

engage in WP activities if they could see a recruitment opportunity: 



“… people think it’s [WP] worthwhile, some more than others. Some (in our 

faculty] see it much more as being a recruitment opportunity so if we’re doing 

things for sixth forms, they’ll get involved, if we’re doing things for Year 10 

and Year 11, they might not get involved.”  

(University academic) 

The Year 13 students interviewed for this study did sometimes express confusion over 

university open days (recruitment) and WP activities.  However, when asked directly if they 

had felt any pressure to go to a university because they had been on their WP programme, 

students did not feel there was an expectation to do so.  The opposite could sometimes 

come across with young people not seeing the point of taking part in a university WP 

programme if they were not running the course they wanted to do i.e. they did not see the 

wider benefits that WP activities might offer them, this was reported by Year 13 students 

participating in the research and other stakeholders: 

“[The university talks at sixth form were] more about medicine and things like 

that. …  there was not many about art and design sort of courses so I didn’t 

really listen to them most of the time.” 

(Year 13 student) 

“I think one of the big barriers is students understanding that by applying to 

be involved with a particular kind of university's programme, WP programme, 

they're not committing themselves to going to that university, they're not 

even committing themselves to going to university.  They're just having a 

taster.  And it's really, it's a real challenge to get that message across, 

because they may well be going, ‘Well, I won't apply because I don't want to 

go to university’ … or they'll be saying ‘I don't want to go to Brighton or 

Sussex, I want to go further afield’, and you go, ‘Well, you know, that doesn't 

matter, go to, you know, sign yourself up, make the application, you're not 

committing to go to that actual university, you know, you are putting yourself 

in a position where you can apply for any university, but with a kind of better 

knowledge’." 

(Sixth Form College senior manager) 

Is Widening Participation important? 

There was a clear message from those working in WP, across the board not just in university 

teams, that the overarching aims of Widening Participation were important to the research 

participants.  Many stakeholders talked about having come from a WP background 

themselves and saw this as a key motivator for their work and the passion they brought to 

it.   

The case study below describes how the journey for one classroom teacher made her want 

the same for her students: 

 



 

However, some felt that whilst the aims of WP were of value to society this was not shared 

with the same level of intensity by all.  This meant that a considerable effort needed to be 

put into persuading others to engage with programmes, working with young people and WP 

activities.  From school and college perspectives it was clear that some participants 

recognised WP work but saw it more as one of a range of competing priorities they needed 

to attend to.  WP Co-ordinators based in schools and colleges could find their role very 

challenging, particularly in the time they had available.   

What does WP involve in Sussex? 

Widening Participation programmes involve a variety of initiatives, largely activity based 

events ranging from talks at school assemblies to residential summer schools.  The topics 

can be very broad-based looking at issues that would affect anyone interested in going into 

higher education, like finances and living away from the family home.  Alternatively, 

activities can be very subject focused, for example taster days for specific degree schemes.   

All the WP teams involved in the study talked about running events at schools and colleges 

as well as at their university campus.  Generally, these events and programmes were 

organised by WP teams in liaison with academic staff and had a broad aim of demystifying 

Case study – being passionate about WP 

‘Jenny’ is a classroom teacher.  She describes having come from a working class 

background and not even considering university at 16.  However, frustrated by low 

skilled work alongside bringing up her young son as a lone parent, she decided to do a 

course in her mid-twenties: 

“I’d sort of always known I was intelligent but it became almost like a 

self-fulfilling prophecy. So I can remember deciding to, I went back to 

do an Access course and putting my money where my mouth is really 

and I never even thought about going to university. It was just, “Okay, 

I’m going to do a course’.” 

However, the course tutor really encouraged Jenny to think about university which, at 
first, “it was kind of like a joke, do you know, I was like ‘Don’t be so ridiculous’ “. Looking 
back, Jenny saw the Access course as pivotal to building the confidence she needed to 
apply to university.  Jenny was living in an area where few people had degrees and she 
remembered feeling like ‘an imposter’ on her first day at university:  
 

“Just waiting for people to say, ‘What on earth are you doing here? 

we’ve kind of rumbled you’. And I think there were times where I felt 

that, that kind of intellectual snobbery, I think, you know, because I 

sort of speak quite common.” 

Studying for a degree was life changing for Jenny and she explained that it was her 

personal experience that made her passionate about Widening Participation for her 

students. 



higher education alongside information provision.  One of the universities brought in 

specialist provision to provide some additional intensive activities like one-to-one mentoring 

programmes.  However, it was commented that this type of intensive provision could be 

very expensive and was therefore not available to less well-resourced universities. 

Although there was some variation between the universities, the research participants 

generally talked about a light touch approach pre-16 with the more intensive activities 

tending to happen in Year 12 (i.e. post 16) in the lead up to applying for a degree.  There 

was some reflection on whether the approach needed reviewing with some of the more 

intensive work being shifted towards younger age groups and tying into the key decision 

making stage around subject choices but also making it easier for students to miss classes 

without fears over looming exams.  This perspective is considered in more detail towards 

the end of this report. 

In terms of WP work pre-16 this was largely targeted at secondary schools with a few 

specific programmes tailored for primary schools, particularly children in Years 5 and 6 (who 

would be aged 9, 10 or 11).  There was some debate over the value of working with children 

at primary level but it was felt to be important work for some in terms of just introducing 

the word ‘university’ to those who might never have heard it mentioned before and raising 

it as a possibility in later life. 

  



3 Target groups 
 

This chapter focuses on the groups of people targeted by WP programmes in Sussex.  In 

particular, it explores participant views on whether Widening Participation should be 

targeted at certain groups or not.  It also considers the issue of eligibility for more intense 

WP activities. 

The target groups 

As described in the introduction to this report, there is a long list of background 

characteristics or types of circumstances that could lead to someone being defined as ‘WP’.  

These include living in a very deprived area, being disabled, being from an ethnic minority 

group, being the first in your family to apply for university and so on.  The box below 

provides the list of eligible groups as defined by the Office for Fair Access on their website. 

 

OFFA stress that ‘institutions should use their own data, and research to understand the 

issues that affect their student population’, in other words the list described above is not 

expected to be directive nor to be seen as a complete list.   

Whilst the various university WP programmes in Sussex were inclusive there was a clear 

focus on deprivation and deprived areas.  Participants also talked about finding it easier to 

refer to ‘first generation’ in the family as a way of engaging with potential HE students as it 

avoided references to poverty that might be uncomfortable.  The forms used to identify 

students for the more intensive WP activities could then capture those who fitted the other 

target groups.  However, this approach could be confusing in terms of who WP was actually 

aimed at, with a risk of excluding people. 

The OFFA target groups 

 people from lower socio-economic groups or from neighbourhoods where higher 
education participation is low 

 people from low income backgrounds (defined, during the research period, as up to 
£42,875 per year household income) 

 some ethnic groups or sub-groups, including White males from economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds 

 disabled people 

 mature and part-time learners 

 care leavers 

 carers 

 people estranged from their families 

 people from gypsy and Traveller communities 

 refugees 

 students with mental health problems, Specific Learning Difficulties and/or who are 
on the autism spectrum. 

 

Source: https://www.offa.org.uk/universities-and-colleges/guidance/target-groups/  

 

https://www.offa.org.uk/universities-and-colleges/guidance/target-groups/


 

A classroom teacher also wondered whether students had to be first generation to qualify 

for targeted WP support regardless of being in another eligible group: 

“I also have this thing of this kind of first generation going to university thing 

which, you know, I don't know how many of [the students meeting other 

criteria] would be actually first generation, so I don't know if that would cut 

off, maybe that's a wrong perception now of what it means.” 

(Classroom teacher, sixth form) 

She added that people from some of the other eligible groups could come from a “well off” 

family but still need support. 

Beyond identifying people eligible for WP programmes there were only a few activities that 

were specifically focused on the needs of particular groups.  Examples of activities from 

different universities included a programme for care leavers, some work targeted at women 

and another aimed at people from ethnic minorities, as well as a special Freshers Week for 

new university students with Asperger syndrome.  Concerns were often expressed by WP 

staff wanting to avoid labelling individuals and identify them as different or singled out.  

Participants did not seem to have strong views on the need for more focused activities 

tailored to particular needs but they did identify a range of groups who seemed to be mainly 

‘off the radar’ because of the traditional routes used to identify WP students.   

An academic emphasised that his approach to WP included reviewing the student profile of 

those in his discipline particularly those studying at his university, but also with an 

awareness of the situation elsewhere in the UK.  He was passionate about widening 

participation and wanted to redress an imbalance that he could see among his own student 

cohort, which was mainly white middle / upper class and female.  He used WP as an 

opportunity to not only take his academic discipline to people that, for the most part, had 

not heard of it before but also to make it very accessible and engaging.  In particular, he 

stressed that he achieved this by building relationships and co-designing activities. 

Groups not readily identified or targeted by university WP programmes 

The most obvious ‘missing group’ was mature students as university WP activity was heavily 

focused on schools and sixth form colleges.  There was a sense that resources could be more 

easily utilised in existing educational environments where established structures could be 

used, for example, giving talks to year group assemblies and working with school staff to 

identify suitable students.  However, University staff did reflect on this and wanted to think 

about how their programmes could have a wider reach and better reflect local 

communities: 



“I think there is more work that could be done around mature students and I 

need to go back and think about that, how as an institution we engage with 

that, and as I said at the very beginning, I'm very keen at looking at how we 

as an institution reflect our local communities that we recruit from, so I'd like 

us to do more work against the census data, to see if we are being as inclusive 

as we should be.” 

(University senior manager) 

Further Education colleges were more engaged with mature students and saw a specific role 

in providing more vocational pathways to higher education that might attract older 

students.  

“Well there's, there is another strand actually which most colleges are quite 

successful at and that's Access Courses … [and] that does pick up that group … 

they used to be older women coming back in after having had families but … 

that's not the pattern anymore. … Now it's much more younger people in 

their twenties, maybe early thirties, who perhaps have gone even up to Level 

3 a bit but haven't really kind of gone any further with that or have dipped 

out but actually are quite capable … they're looking for then a route into 

Higher Education that isn't an A Level route.  So the Access Courses we have 

each year … most of those students get to go on into Higher Education. And of 

course what really assists them was … that if they go on and completed the 

degree [the student loan] gets wiped off if they complete their degree. Now 

there's a very good example of how that I think has helped sustain and 

possibly widen participation in that particular cohort of people who are going 

on to quite vocationally-specific degrees generally, not entirely but generally, 

so that they can see the return on that, but who, if you like, weren't in a 

position to make that choice when they were 18.” 

(FE College senior manager) 

Another FE based participant in the research felt that mature students were “a blind spot 

for policy” and he related this view partly to the reduction in part time opportunities to 

study in HE but also to the increases in young people studying for degrees: “I’m not sure 

[universities] are that bothered about it”, implying that the emphasis was more on reaching 

satisfactory student numbers rather than having an age diverse student population.  He 

added that he saw a lack of focus on mature students as “bad for the economy”. 

A classroom teacher was unclear over whether students with mental health issues or 

“anxiety related illnesses” would be eligible for WP support; she was keen to highlight that 

she had noticed an increase of mental health problems among her students. 

It was also explained that WP targeted programmes did not always include solely WP 

students i.e. there was some flexibility over who took part.  This might be because some 

activities were best run with a reasonably sized group of students involved that might not 

be possible if only WP students were included.  However, there were also situations where a 

WP student might only engage with a programme if they were able to bring a friend who did 

not meet the criteria.  Another example was where a teacher felt a student might benefit 



from a particular WP activity or programme even though they did not meet the eligibility 

criteria of being in a WP target group.   

University WP resources were often focused on schools and colleges in areas where they 

were likely to have a high proportion of young people in target groups, mainly related to 

areas where most people were on low incomes. This could mean that people living in 

pockets of deprivation in a relatively affluent area could be missed out.  Similarly, rural areas 

and other locations away from universities, were thought to be in need of more attention.  

A less obvious ‘missing group’ were those who made a late decision to go to university and a 

need was identified for more work with those young people in Year 13.  However, this is 

partly being addressed as workshop participants who took part in group discussions towards 

the end of the study mentioned that age-related criteria had recently been relaxed for WP 

activities meaning that a Year 13 pupil could now go on an activity targeted for younger age 

groups (most likely Year 12) that had not been possible in previous years. 

‘Soft versus hard’ WP 

Some participants highlighted a difference between two types of WP students.  On the one 

hand, there were those from target groups who were already planning to go to university, 

and on the other, those who had ability but who did not see higher education as an option.  

The first group were considered ‘soft WP’ or ‘easy WP’ as it was more about helping them to 

make the right choice over the type of HE institution (and subject) relating to their ability, in 

other words suggesting that they might want to apply to a ‘higher tariff’ university.   

The second group were considered ‘hard WP’.  In this case, a person’s ability may not be 

being recognised, they might be struggling to make the grades needed to go to university or 

they may have fears over income.  It might be that they are dealing with their own or family 

concerns, for example, over moving away from home and their community.   

The WP staff who made this distinction felt that programmes were perhaps more focused 

on the softer WP students as they were easier to work with than those who did not see 

university as for them; they wanted to see more attention being applied to the ‘hard WP’ 

group. 

Whole school versus target group approach 

A key issue raised by participants, particularly the WP staff based in higher education, was 

how targeted WP activities should actually be.  In other words, whether the emphasis of WP 

programmes should be just on those students who clearly fit WP criteria as identified by the 

university and/or OFFA.  An alternative approach could be offering activities to all students 

in the hope that the students who would be defined as WP in relation to their background 

or situation would be drawn in more readily, and perhaps more comfortably; this was 

referred to as a ‘whole school’ approach.   

Concerns over students feeling comfortable about WP related to fears over them feeling 

labelled as different because they were participating in a targeted programme.  Although 

there were those who conversely felt that students could feel special having been chosen 

for their ability and getting extra support.   



Currently WP teams in Sussex use a mixture of whole school and targeted approaches with 

the latter particularly focused on young people in Years 12 and 13.  However, it was 

suggested that one of the universities was moving to a more whole school approach pre 16 

in response to schools finding it difficult to take students out of classes for targeted 

interventions. 

Participants could see both advantages and disadvantages to targeted work.  Participants in 

favour of more targeted work, focusing on specific types of students, felt it was a better use 

of limited resources because WP programmes were prioritising those who really needed 

concentrating on.  However, there was a danger that people in target groups might be 

missed if they had not been identified by teaching staff.  For example, it was suggested that 

a student might prefer to hide something about themselves, or their situation, because they 

feared being ‘singled out’ or labelled as different.  Taking a whole school approach could 

draw such students into WP activities.  Similarly, there were students who did not meet WP 

criteria but who still needed support.  The example was given of young people whose 

parents had gone to university but who did not understand the current system, perhaps 

because they had done a degree a long time ago or studied overseas.  There were also those 

with parents who had degrees but had been brought up in another country with virtually no 

knowledge about the higher education system in the UK. 

It was also suggested that taking a whole school approach had the benefit of highlighting 

the role of universities in the community by providing opportunities to demystify HE and 

present something less distant or elitist.   

There were no easy answers to the question of whether WP resources should be more or 

less targeted at students fitting one or more WP criteria. With limited resources, there was a 

sense that a choice needed to be made over whether WP should (a) involve more students 

but less often, or conversely, (b) less students (i.e. just target groups) being seen more 

often.  As described above, currently there is a mixed approach. 

“I still constantly get torn between the whole school approach and the, are 

we better working intensely with 15, 20 children over so many years, like Aim 

Higher, you know.  Or but I do like the whole school approach as well, it gives 

you freedom to work with schools in ways that help support them, and you 

can find ways then to really kind of get your message out there.”  

(University WP team member)  

However, staff from one of the universities talked about working with whole school cohorts 

in partnership with their recruitment team.  Jointly run events meant dividing the students 

into two groups and care was taken not to stigmatise anyone taking part; this was felt to be 

working well: 

“For example, we have Year 12 campus visits that yeah we do share with 

student recruitment and marketing.  Because a school might want to bring 

their whole Year 12 group which is something that we’re not funded to do, 

that we might not have the capacity to do.  So, we might say ‘okay, bring the 

whole cohort but we’ll work with the students who are from a WP 

background and student recruitment and marketing can host the students 



who aren’t’. But then obviously what happens is you don’t want to, you don’t 

want the students to arrive on the day and have that kind of stigmatised 

experience of like ‘right, you should be over here and you should be over 

there’.  So we purposefully blur the boundaries and ask the school not to 

make it really obvious who’s going to which half of the day for what reasons. 

… Yeah. I did one of them … the school handled it really well. They just had the 

registers and they called them out and then one group went one way, they 

didn’t talk about anything and it worked really well. Like I was worried if it 

was going to be a bit awkward like this ‘oh why am I going that way? Why am 

I going with different people?’, but it wasn’t at all. Like they just got them into 

a lecture theatre and read out a list of names and said “right, you’re going to 

follow [name] and you’re going to follow [name]”. So that worked.” 

(University WP team member) 

Although it was also mentioned that ‘blurring the boundaries’ could add to the confusion 

over what WP was about. 

 

 

 

  



4 Encouraging participation in WP programmes and activities 
 

This chapter focuses on the challenges of engaging people in the Widening Participation 

agenda. 

All the HE institutions taking part in this research reported highly active Widening 

Participation programmes that were well attended and received good feedback.  However, 

the success of participation in programmes seemed to be based on a huge amount of effort 

in terms of liaising with schools and colleges to ensure attendance.  School and college staff 

with specific responsibility for WP also talked about the need for building good relationships 

and links to those providing WP activities.   

WP staff based in HE emphasised that the success of their programmes often hinged on the 

development of close relationships with school and college staff and that if these broke 

down (for example, because a key staff contact left their job) then communication links 

often needed to be rebuilt; it could take a long time to develop new relationships, leading to 

a gap in provision.  Much variation was reported in terms of the engagement in WP, 

particularly among classroom teachers and school / college senior management.   

Those with responsibility for involving people in WP programmes, across the range of 

institutions involved in this study, often talked about the challenges of engaging others in 

the WP agenda.  Predominantly, this meant encouraging students to take part in WP 

activities, working with front line teaching staff and communicating with parents.  Some of 

the research participants noted that the support of senior school and college management 

was often crucial and could be a very helpful approach to getting WP work off the ground in 

a particular location. 

Where engagement was more challenging, it was not that interest in WP and what it was 

about was being especially questioned, it was more a sense that schools, colleges and 

students had more pressing priorities.  So, for example, if a school was under scrutiny by the 

Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) then there was considerable pressure to focus on 

improving grades. This could mean that they preferred their students to be in the classroom 

focusing on preparation for exams rather than attending WP activities, particularly when 

this meant travel off site and the extra time this entailed.  WP staff mentioned groups of 

students being booked onto activities by schools and colleges but then being withdrawn 

from the WP event ‘at the last minute’.  For post 16 students, who booked themselves onto 

specific programmes, permission was needed from teachers and this was not always 

forthcoming.  This was very disappointing for WP staff laying on activities, that could take 

months of planning, that then had to be cancelled on the day. 

Aligning WP with the curriculum 

WP Co-ordinators (based in HE institutions, FE or schools/colleges) were keen to find ways 

of overcoming these challenges.  Research participants based in schools and colleges with a 

WP remit talked about intense and repeated work to show classroom teachers the benefits 

of Widening Participation and the impact it can have on the curriculum.  They talked about 

the importance of senior management support for their work as a key factor for 



engagement with WP programmes in their school or college.  Participants with a WP remit 

had a desire to get all their school or college staff ‘on board’ in relation to WP.  However, 

whilst there were members of staff who were enthusiastic about WP, the broader sense 

among participants was that this was often a struggle. 

An IAG advisor felt that visits to universities were very positive but the challenges they 

posed logistically meant that she would prefer more in-school WP activities: 

“I think the taster days and the days out are fantastic [but] because of some 

staff’s reluctance to let students out, or sometimes staff capacity/school’s 

capacity to let staff out, I think the more stuff that could be brought into 

school, that would be really good.” 

(IAG/WP Co-ordinator, secondary school) 

University academics designing WP activities also talked about wanting good attendance at 

the events they ran with students.  To this end, the academics taking part in this study were 

keen to make their WP activities as relevant as possible to the pre-18 school and college 

curriculums in the hope that more students would engage in them.  They also talked about 

wanting school and college staff to see WP university sessions as useful to current teaching 

(i.e. more closely aligned to what was already going on) and therefore seen as less of a 

distraction by students and teachers: 

“In part it was about knowing what would be useful to them about what I’d 

done.  The assumption was not that they should or ought to or would have 

any inherent interest in what I was doing, it was actually about trying to work 

out what about my work could have any interest for them and also what I 

think that dialogue [could be].  You know, without reciprocity this stuff is 

meaningless … Which I think is why I was querying the idea that there was 

best practice, that kind of didactic lecture model that we use with the other 

project can turn students off.” 

(University academic) 

A sixth form WP Co-ordinator also talked about wanting more bespoke WP activities that 

could be tied in with courses as a way of encouraging classroom teachers to get more 

involved: 

“I think possibly going more down the bespoke option will probably help … so 

I can offer [teachers] something bespoke to fit in with what they’re delivering 

currently on their course then they’re more likely to spare students to go off 

and do these things.” 

(Sixth form college WP Co-ordinator) 

It was flagged up that aligning WP activities with the curriculum would mean some extra 

thought would need to put into disciplines not taught in schools and colleges, in other 

words subjects not on the school or college curriculum at all. 



Communicating with parents 

Parents were widely thought to be very influential when it came to a young person’s 

pathway through life: 

“They’re the single biggest influence above any particular teacher because 

they’re going to be with those kids eight hours a day and their attitudes and 

beliefs permeate kind of the atmosphere and attitude towards education I 

think.” 

(University WP team member) 

Those involved in Widening Participation programmes described parent sessions in schools 

and colleges to talk about aspects of university that were broadly relevant to a wide range 

of people, such as financing a degree, the application process and so on.  Some WP Co-

ordinators employed by schools and colleges also talked about working directly with 

parents.  For example, one co-ordinator based in a sixth form college had noticed that 

student engagement in WP activities increased when she included parents in her 

communications.  So where an initial email to students did not gather much interest in a WP 

event being laid on by a university a follow up email to their parents could make a 

difference: 

“And I think once you’ve got the parents on board we seem to find that … in 

terms of students coming - that does actually go up.”  

(WP Co-ordinator, Sixth Form) 

Whilst parents were not interviewed for this study (it is hoped they will be included in 

future research) participants were asked to relate their perceptions of family views.  As with 

many participants, a classroom teacher felt that much more work needed to be done with 

parents around Widening Participation.  She felt that parents were often keen for their 

children to further their education but felt unsure of how to support them, mainly because 

they themselves had no direct experience to draw on: 

“And the other things is that the parents, it’s not that they’re resistant to 

university, they just are a bit ignorant in the nicest possible way, and 

therefore they just, they aren’t aware. I mean I do think that parents need to 

be got to more than the kids. I think, it seems in my experience there’s a lot of 

this to kids but you don’t really hear, I don’t think I've ever come across where 

parents have been informed until we’ve said to the kids ‘Oh you might be WP’ 

you know.  And so a lot of those parents … kind of class divide where people 

were like ‘Oh university, that’s not, that’s not for me’ … they’re the ones that 

really want their kids to go, they really do, but they don’t know how it works. 

So if you have a kind of open evening and they’re asking about A-Levels and 

you’re saying to them about the tariffs … those parents don’t know what it 

means. So I, I actually feel that it’s coming from within institutions. I don’t feel 

it’s in the public eye, WP, at all.” 

(Classroom teacher, sixth form) 



Similarly, Year 13 students and Student Ambassadors talked about having parents that had 

no experience of higher education and not being able to offer advice and guidance: 

“Oh they’re fine with it but they couldn’t really help me with it because they 

haven’t gone to university so they just let me think about what I wanna do 

myself. … I kinda, I think [getting help and advice from universities is] really 

helpful because for me, because of the whole university thing my parents 

have like not helped me whatsoever because they don’t know what to do, so 

they’re like, ‘You probably have more information about it, you can deal with 

it yourself’.  Because they have no idea about what to apply for and what you 

have to fill in.” 

(Year 13 student) 

It is worth noting that older siblings and friends were often a good alternative source of 

advice if they had been to university, or been through the application process, but of course 

many do not have contacts with experience of higher education.  

A very WP engaged classroom teacher also spoke about very positive responses to talks she 

gave to parents at her college with people remarking that they wished they too had been 

given the opportunity to go to university.  The teacher saw this is a good way of getting 

parents to think about their own education and the possibility of doing a degree 

themselves; in other words a way of reaching mature students and getting them to think 

about further or higher education. 

The specific needs of students from ethnic minorities was also highlighted in that there was 

a perception that their parents often had much stronger views about what their children 

should be studying (focused on professional careers) and a different set of expectations 

around the grades they were wanting their children to achieve (high).   

Engaged versus distant 

Participants in this study spoke about the differences between those who were enthusiastic 

about WP and those who were distant.  This occurred at two key levels – firstly, at the 

individual level and secondly, at the institutional level.  The individual level was mainly in 

terms of young people (the main target of WP programmes at the time of writing) and their 

teachers.  The institutional level was about relationships with schools and colleges across 

Sussex.   

The individual level 

Many stakeholders talked about the challenges of engaging young people, at the school and 

college level this could be described as frustrating: 

“… most of my job is very frustrating trying to get students to engage with 

things.” 

(Sixth form college WP co-ordinator) 

Several factors were described as barriers to engaging with WP activities including: 

 Classroom teachers not actively encouraging students to take part in WP activities 



 Concerns over having the money to cover travel costs in order to attend WP events; 
although even when travel expenses were covered by universities this was not well 
understood by students and classroom teachers. 

 A desire not to miss lessons from both the student and teacher perspective.   
 

There was also a broader issue related to the time available for staff to be focused on WP, 

for example to have more time for direct contact with students around WP issues.  Even so, 

the challenges for teaching staff could also be linked to the approach; one teacher felt that a 

lack of drive around WP had knock on effects for students, she liked to take a very proactive 

approach making specific time to prioritise WP in the classroom: 

“If you’re in a department where there’s not a drive for it, as there isn’t in 

ours quite so much now honestly, or people don’t pass the information on or 

they go ‘Can you just tell your kids about this?’.  And I feel that WP kids don’t 

really respond to stuff like that. So in my class I had five that were eligible and 

I said, ‘Just do the form now, do it now, I don’t care that it’s lesson. Do it, take 

it over’.  And four out of five of them filled the form in and all four went on to 

do the course and three of them went on to be [university student] 

ambassadors.” 

(Classroom teacher, sixth form) 

Financial barriers to engagement 

A specific, and believed to be widely held, concern related to worries over having enough 

money to finance doing a degree.   

“An awful lot have been affected by the whole, sort of, moral panic around 

university fees … if the household income is less I think some of them feel that 

they’re going to be a burden on their families by going to university so they 

almost make a - I mean it’s probably a minority - but almost make a sort of 

self-sacrifice. … I can think of a few that have said to me ‘Oh yeah, but it’s 

going to cost so much and, you know, like my parents haven’t got much 

money and, you know, is it really going to be worth it?’ and it’s framed very 

much in that narrative that has been in the, you know, it’s been part of that 

moral panic  

(Classroom teacher, sixth form) 

Another teacher felt that young people were put off by the cost of doing a degree in HE and 

would benefit from having more information on the bursaries and other financial help 

available to students: 

“I definitely think the money is a huge, huge issue and I don't think they 

realise how much, how many bursaries or kind of financial help they can get, 

and I think if they don't hear that quite quickly - you'd be put off - many might 

be put off from going [to university].” 

(Classroom teacher, sixth form) 



Some participants commented that fears over financing a degree course could lead 

students, and sometimes their families, to prefer to focus on HE providers close to home in 

order to save money on accommodation costs. 

Feedback on WP talks about financing higher education often showed that young people 

were gathering fresh information from these sessions.  It was suggested that teaching staff / 

tutors might not always have enough expertise on student finances when it came to HE and 

so WP staff played an important role when giving this type of advice.  This view was 

expressed by a participant with a WP role but it was echoed by teaching staff: 

“There is a talk about finance, but as I'm, again, as I'm not a tutor anymore I 

don't, I don't even know what the funding, how Student Finance works 

anymore, because I'm not part of that system anymore.  And it used to be 

that everybody here was also, every teacher was also a tutor, so you kind of, 

you understood a little bit about what, what was going on.” 

(Classroom teacher, sixth form) 

A WP Co-ordinator talked about putting a huge effort into giving “myth busting” finance 

talks that were “hands-on, fun and less scary”.  Participants talked about students getting 

financial support, like bursaries, unexpectedly (i.e. they did not think they were likely to get 

such support).  Knowing this could prompt teachers to encourage other students to apply 

for financial help and think about the possibility of going into higher education. 

Overall, finance was considered to be a huge barrier to participation in HE making support 

from grants and bursaries whilst studying for a degree pivotal: 

“I think the University's got its heart in the right place and is backing that up, 

but we are adamant that it is the financial support package, alongside all the 

other things, but the financial support is one of the things that our students 

have needed most.” 

(University senior manager) 

The institutional level 

Research participants observed two extremes when it came to engagement around WP at 

the institutional level.  On the one hand, there were schools and colleges who were seen as 

highly engaged and swamped with offers from different university WP teams: 

“And also again some of the colleges we work with are quite saturated with 

offers from universities, so like [X College] for example, we struggle to get a 

few [students] from there but I think that’s because they’re working with five 

or six other universities.”  

(University WP team member) 

However, there were other schools and colleges who were considered in need of more WP 

input but who seemed off the radar. This could be due to location (a view that not being 

sited close to an HE institution had an impact on WP work), a lack of interest from senior 

management or competing priorities for staff (like pressure on exam results).    



5 Reflections on what works well in WP 
 

The research participants were asked to reflect on what works well in terms of Widening 

Participation.  Their spontaneous responses were analysed along with those where they 

were asked to focus on what works well in specific areas of WP, whether conceptually in 

terms of its aims or more practically in relation to how it is currently organised.  This chapter 

describes participant views on the successful aspects of Widening Participation 

programmes. The following chapter looks at what research participants felt needed 

changing or improving in WP and includes their suggestions for enhancing the WP offer. 

Various features of WP programmes were highlighted as positive aspects of the programme: 

 WP Student Ambassadors 

 Campus visits 

 Intensive programmes 

 Interactive activities 

 Careful pitching of activities to different age groups 

 WP Co-ordinator roles  
 

Each of these approaches to WP are described in more detail below. 

WP Student Ambassadors 

WP Student Ambassadors are HE students employed by WP teams to support Widening 

Participation activities.  There are other Student Ambassadors who help out at Open Days 

and so forth, but the WP Student Ambassadors work specifically on WP.  All the WP Student 

Ambassadors we spoke to were being paid in this role and were undergraduates studying 

for their first degrees.   

The role of a WP Student Ambassador can be varied but often includes accompanying young 

people on campus tours, doing school visits, giving talks and supporting academics 

delivering activities in their chosen area of study.  Some of the more experienced WP 

Student Ambassadors talked about delivering activities, like degree taster sessions, 

relatively independently.  All the WP Student Ambassadors involved in this study had come 

from a WP background themselves and this seemed to be very intentional on the part of the 

universities employing them. 

There was general agreement, across the different stakeholders involved in this study 

exploring perceptions of Widening Participation, that the WP Student Ambassadors stood 

out as adding huge benefits to WP programmes.  The main reason for the success of their 

involvement was attributed to their age and their approachability.  The WP Student 

Ambassadors spoke about having come from a WP background themselves and how this, 

not only gave them a passion for doing this work, but also helped them to identify with the 

young people they were working with.  For the Year 13 students taking part in the study 

they found it easier to ask the Student Ambassadors questions, particularly about the 

practical day to day experience of being at university and studying for a degree.  The fact 

that the Ambassadors were in the middle of their own undergraduate studies meant they 



had very recently been grappling with the experience of going to university and, for many, it 

was also their first encounter with independent living and managing their own finances.  

Other stakeholders, like WP team members, recognised the value of having ambassadors 

with recent experiences to share as it may have been many years since they themselves had 

done a degree. 

Examples were given of WP Student Ambassadors being pivotal in engaging young people 

and being role models.  Further analysis of the research data also suggests that the Student 

Ambassadors were able to talk openly about the positive and negative sides to going to 

university, perhaps with more ease than others in a professional paid role. 

Along with a passion for helping people from WP backgrounds who they could identify with, 

the WP Student Ambassadors talked about the benefits for themselves in taking on the role.  

Firstly, they valued being paid to do this work (many had part time jobs to help finance their 

studies and living expenses), albeit that the work was quite ad hoc.  Secondly, they 

developed confidence and practical skills through delivering activities.  Thirdly, they could 

use the experience to enhance their own future, for example by helping them to focus on 

their future career and provide useful experiences to talk about at job interviews. Some 

could see a future working in Widening Participation after university and this was the route 

that had been taken by some of the WP team members too who mentioned having been 

Student Ambassadors themselves.  

Campus visits 

Many WP activities were held on school or college sites, particularly the introductory and 

more generalist talks and programmes. Holding events on school and college sites made it 

easier for WP teams to engage with students, parents and teachers.  Year 13 students taking 

part in the study commented about universities being “daunting” and “intimidating” places 

for them in terms of the high numbers of people on site and the scale of campuses.  

Consequently, school and college staff recognised that the visits organised to see a campus 

were also very valuable in making university more visible, welcoming and less alien.  A 

classroom teacher talked about how an interest in applying to HE could be sparked just by 

being in a university environment: 

“Many of [our students] haven’t got an idea and I recognise very often that 

kind of imposter syndrome that I was talking about … it’s scary, it’s a big deal 

for them.  And when they’ve been, even if it’s a day thing or whatever, you 

kind of see them looking around and the universities sell themselves really, 

you know. You see all these people walking around, what young person 

wouldn’t want to go there, do you know what I mean? So I actually believe 

getting them over the threshold is a big deal. I have found with youngsters 

today that they haven’t really, I don’t think, got the same set of social skills 

that I grew up with so I think they’re quite wary of things like that, you know, 

of actually kind of getting out there and going. So they need to have, you 

know, they want to have a teacher there, they want them to be there at, you 

know, to meet them and help them around and they’re interested in things 

like, you know, like the canteen. If they get lunch they, kind of, love all that 



stuff. So I think it’s really important in, and saying, like, ‘You don’t have to go 

to this university. See what a university is like’.” 

(Classroom teacher, sixth form) 

Intensive programmes 

Intensive programmes were often based around a particular degree scheme from a specific 

academic discipline.  The intensive programmes might occur at regular intervals over a 

longer period like a few months, be an intensive period during the summer holidays or take 

a mixed approach over a year or more.  The students who had participated in the more 

intensive WP courses found them to be very useful and valued having an opportunity to find 

out more about a particular subject, even in cases where it helped them to choose another 

pathway. 

For younger age groups the visit was likely to be focused on a tour with a WP Student 

Ambassador.  Post-16 (mainly Year 12 students) there was more extended involvement via 

subject taster sessions and residential summer schools, all giving a more in-depth feel for 

life as a student at university.  This was felt to be particularly important for young people 

who may have never been to see a university and who had a very limited understanding of 

what being in a higher education institution was like.  The involvement of Student 

Ambassadors in these visits also gave the young people a chance to see people like 

themselves who had not only chosen to go into higher education but were also enjoying 

what was on offer.  The residential summer schools provided deeper insights by providing 

themed workshops but also a taste of living arrangements, meeting new people and student 

social life.  A classroom teacher remarked on how a summer school experience had made 

university seem more of a possibility by building up the confidence of one of her students: 

“I think some maybe students who might feel they're kind of less academic 

feel that everybody else will be cleverer than they are, or even though they're 

kind of getting the grades they're not that person with their hand up all the 

time, so I think that's a big issue. … the person that I think went on a Summer 

School, if I remember correctly, was a student that maybe felt like that but 

when they came back in the Second Year was much more confident to get a 

question wrong or to kind of question other people.  So I think that's quite 

important.” 

(Classroom teacher, sixth form) 

Interactive activities and pitching approach carefully 

Participants also spoke about the style of WP events and those that were more interactive 

were considered much more engaging.  This view was stated in relation to taster sessions 

run by academics.    School and college staff overseeing WP reported much more positive 

feedback for events that were highly interactive and talked about the enthusiasm of 

students they spoke to when following up.   

“We’ve taken the kids there, just an hour session there and they’ve seen, 

‘what so you can do this at uni?’ and you're like ‘yes [you can]’ … and they get 

it, they instantly get it.  And that can happen for so many of our courses, but 



that is the biggest barrier I think is physically putting an intervention on - 

putting an event on - that is engaging enough I guess, yeah, because as great 

as my UCAS talks are, they’re a bit dry, so yeah.” 

(WP Co-ordinator) 

Similarly, a WP Student Ambassador delivering her first taster sessions spoke about how 

running more interactive sessions reflected university life more readily for her in terms of 

discussing and debating issues; she talked about how a WP Co-ordinator had encouraged 

her to take this approach: 

“So I met up with [the WP Co-ordinator who is] brilliant.  … she would give 

you advice and say ‘the best thing to do is get like something visual so that 

they can watch it, so they’re entertained and once they do that then you’ve 

sort of got them to talk more’ … more interactive, more fun … ‘and if you get 

like an actual movie clip then they’ll be interested and then they’ll want to 

know more about it and then get into the heavy stuff towards the end once 

they’ve already had a discussion’. … I thought it might be a bit out of their like 

area but they were, they were really interested, they started talking about like 

society and why society is the way it is, why class structure is the way it is. It’s 

always nicer when loads of people are talking and when someone pitches an 

idea and then someone else has something that is the complete opposite to 

what they said - it helps that debate go around which is pretty much what we 

do at uni so it was good.” 

(WP Student Ambassador) 

How the activity was pitched was also considered very important.  WP staff based in 

universities mentioned working with academics to adapt their teaching style to suit the 

much younger age groups than they were used to relating to in HE.  Some research 

participants noted how successful this had been: 

“We do actual career professional development sessions … [sessions on] 

engaging young people, designing lesson plans for young people, in behaviour 

management. … And that’s specifically for anyone who’s working on our 

events and I think that’s had a measurable impact. Myself, I’ve seen from, an 

academic now does never - because of the help we provide - never goes into a 

new session, a new delivery just doing 45 minute lectures, which they used to. 

Now they know.” 

(University WP team member) 

WP Co-ordinators  

Having a person with a clear responsibility for Widening Participation, or an aspect of it, was 

welcomed by a number of the participants.  Many stakeholders talked about the importance 

of building relationships and the value of having a named contact.  Each of the universities 

and one of the FE colleges had people with specific responsibility for co-ordinating WP.  The 

larger university teams were organised around outreach and events management – 

engaging with schools and colleges, liaising with academics to put on activities, looking after 



WP Student Ambassadors and running events themselves.  Groups of staff worked in small 

teams to focus on particular aspects of WP like primary schools, developing new 

relationships/outreach, on-site / campus events and so on.   

Whilst many of the school and college participants organised WP as part of a wider role 

(often related to Information Advice & Guidance), there were a few who had a more distinct 

Widening Participation position.  Having a dedicated role, even though part time, allowed 

those in the role to focus more clearly on WP and they welcomed a more ‘ring fenced’ 

approach to their work.  It should be mentioned that one of the universities had encouraged 

this approach by funding provision of some part time roles dedicated to Widening 

Participation in sixth form colleges.  Further research would be required, but there was a 

sense that people in a specific WP role were able to be more pro-active than their 

counterparts who were working to a much broader remit with a variety of responsibilities.    

 

 

 

 



6 Suggestions for improving WP 
 

There was a general view that Widening Participation programmes were working well, even 

so participants mentioned aspects that were felt to be in need of improvement.  A key 

objective for this study was thinking about the future development of WP and so all the 

participants were asked to suggest ways in which WP could be enhanced going forward.  

This section of the report draws together stakeholder suggestions for Widening 

Participation.  Some ideas were quite conceptual and broad whilst others were much more 

specific.  Here the focus is more on specifics; Section 8, ‘Where next for Widening 

Participation?’, looks at some of the broader issues highlighted by participants but there 

was quite an overlap in terms of the themes that were raised. 

Aspects of WP in need of improvement 

Various aspects of Widening Participation were thought to be in need of improvement: 

 Raising student aspirations 

 Identifying WP students and defining what eligibility means for more targeted work 

 Duplication of work 

 Follow up on WP activities 

 Provision of feedback on WP activities  

 Location of activities and broadening reach 

 More bespoke individual support and more targeted advice 

 Developing a pathway to HE 

 Branding 
 

The following sections describe each issue by research participants in more detail. 

Raising student aspirations 

The link between widening participation in HE and raising aspirations / building confidence 

was made in relation to those people who had ability but were unlikely to get the grades 

needed to get a place on a degree course.  There was a sense that there was a group of 

people being let down by the education system.  WP team members talked about the huge 

challenges some WP students faced and the likelihood of them being excluded through lack 

of support: 

“I’m getting really interested in the moment at young people’s personal 

development. … and where that sits within [a] student’s progression because 

a lot of the young people that we’re working with have got some really 

significant barriers.  Not just their accessing higher education but to accessing 

any educational opportunities or personal or social opportunities. And the 

work that we’re doing … can only be effective if young people are in the right 

personal place as it were, for want of a better term, to be able to access 

different activities. And I’d really like to do work around that but I’m also 

aware that I don’t necessarily think that it’s a responsibility of a university to 

do that. But then if it isn’t happening in schools, if it isn’t happening in homes 

and we’re saying it’s not our responsibility [well] it’s a big gap at the moment. 



There are lots of young people with pretty significant mental health issues, 

pretty significant developmental issues and there’s schools saying ‘we can’t 

do this’, universities saying ‘we can’t do this’ and [so] who’s doing that?” 

(University WP team member) 

University WP team members wondered who would take responsibility but it was not clear 

if this was something universities should be involved in.  Even so, it was felt that not 

addressing this need was impacting heavily on widening participation into HE: 

“I don’t think it’s our remit, I don’t think it’s really our area but it is not 

happening and it impacts our work. And we’re in a very privileged position 

where we are well funded, we do have money, do we refocus some of our 

resource and some of our energies into that so that our work can be higher 

impact? Because if we do some of the base level stuff with young people they 

will be more ready to then access the other programmes.” 

(University WP team member) 

This idea is explored further in relation to a desire for more bespoke one-to-one mentoring 

programmes discussed below, some of which are available but are currently considered very 

resource intensive.  Year 13 students talked about having one to one contact with personal 

tutors whilst at sixth form, although it seemed (from this relatively small sample of 

participants) as though the support available could be minimal and focused mainly on 

choosing subjects and managing the application processes (or entering the job market) i.e. 

not the wider issues raised by WP staff working in universities.  It was suggested that it was 

the relationship with teachers, as schooling progressed, that perhaps related more directly 

to issues of attainment and raising aspirations that WP co-ordinators were referring to. 

Identifying WP students 

Some participants talked about the flexibility required when identifying which students 

were eligible for Widening Participation programmes.  However, they also noted that it 

could be hard to pin down some groups in which case they had to use lots of proxies.  The 

example given was of ‘working class’ which has traditionally proved challenging to define in 

the social sciences.  A few participants questioned how well the proxy definitions were 

working and felt there needed to be a much better understanding of target groups among 

Widening Participation professionals. 

Research participants working in schools and colleges were often unclear about eligibility 

criteria: deprivation and first generation in the family to apply to university being the easiest 

ones for people to identify.  As mentioned earlier in this report, there was some confusion 

over whether a student needed to be from a low income household and / or first generation 

before any other criteria might be taken into account, when in fact being identified with any 

of the target groups should have been enough to meet the requirements of most of the 

programmes offered by universities based in Sussex.   

Similarly, young people could have the impression that WP was really for those where they 

were the first generation in the family and not for other reasons: 



“Because although it’s like mostly [WP students are] from first generations to 

go to uni what if the people who are not first generation [and] they want to 

go to uni as well but they don’t have that extra money [provided via WP 

programmes].” 

(Year 13 student) 

It was also understood that universities were using different criteria to identify young 

people eligible to take part in their more targeted programmes but that there was flexibility 

in how this was applied in practice: 

“Some [students] don’t realise that it depends on the institution whether it’s 

Sussex or Brighton. Sussex and Brighton have both always been fantastic to 

us … in terms of, like, if we can make it bend to fit as many students as we 

can, we will, but you know, we’ve got our different criteria.” 

(Classroom teacher, sixth form) 

Duplication of work 

School and college staff expressed a desire for a more collaborative approach among 

universities with regard to Widening Participation, particularly as it could seem as though 

there was a lot of duplication in what was offered: 

“It also feels to me like there’s a lot of people doing the same job under, for 

different organisations, under different umbrellas and that it needs to be 

more joined up.” 

(Classroom teacher, sixth form) 

This view was echoed from a strategic perspective too: 

“There's never been a need for those people [universities, local authorities, 

colleges, networks] to sit around a table and have a really nice conversation 

about the recipient of all of this.  And them [the recipients] getting a better 

clear picture of what those opportunities are to them, there's a lot of 

duplication.” 

(FE college senior manager) 

Similarly, young people wondered why they were hearing the same information – albeit it 

was also suggested that repetition could be helpful in reinforcing advice and might catch 

people at different stages of the process. Even so it could make students “switch off” if they 

felt they were hearing the same information again: 

“They always talk about the same sort of thing, like we’d get different uni and 

they’d talk about the same thing which was not really helpful for people when 

you’re hearing about the same stuff. … Yeah and then you tend to just not 

listen ‘cos you’ve already heard it before.” 

(Year 13 student) 



Another reason for wanting more joint working between HE providers related to wanting to 

simplify a system that, at the time of the research, involved many different forms, using 

different formats (paper, online) and working to different criteria.  This was said to be 

challenging for school and college staff, and for the students they were seeking to engage in 

WP programmes, where they were interacting with more than one HE provider.  Efforts to 

simplify the process meant that staff might look to focus student attention on one WP 

programme, or this happened by default where students did not want to deal with multiple 

applications (with a risk that they might not get on to any WP programme).  Similarly, staff 

with responsibility for WP in their school and college might opt to focus on just one HE 

provider to avoid complicating their jobs further. 

Beyond the more bureaucratic reasons for wanting a simpler approach, schools and colleges 

also felt there was a lot of duplication in terms of what was being offered by universities 

under the banner of WP.  Some school and college staff had arranged for universities to do 

joint talks to manage this situation.  Others found it useful to have similar talks from 

different universities but timed to occur separately as a way of reinforcing important 

information, for example about finances, at different points in the student lifecycle. 

Repeating topics also made it possible for people who missed earlier talks to attend, 

perhaps because they had been ill or where students had changed their mind and were now 

thinking to apply to HE.  

Provision of feedback on WP activities 

Academic, school and college staff felt they could benefit from more feedback on WP 

activities.  Some academics delivering WP sessions and events talked about wanting to know 

more about how they could improve their offer.  They were aware that feedback was 

gathered from the young people involved in their events; they wanted to see student 

comments so they could discuss them with their WP team and review their approach where 

needed. 

School and college staff with responsibility for organising WP for their students wanted to 

know which students had been involved in WP activities.  This seemed to relate mostly to 

post 16 students who had been signed up for the more specialist work among WP target 

groups funded by universities.  Once a student had been accepted on to a WP programme 

being run by a university sixth form staff did not know if the young person had signed up for 

events.  The college staff wanted to know which events their students had attended so they 

could follow up with them and find out if they were useful.  In secondary schools and 

colleges with a large sixth form, many of whom were eligible for WP support, it could be 

difficult for staff to keep track but they did find emailing a good way of keeping in touch.  It 

was suggested that a follow up email from a member of staff could help clarify whether the 

event met the student’s needs, what they thought of it and if they needed more support or 

advice. 

Interestingly, a WP Student Ambassador talked about the value of feeding back to his 

University WP team: both directly to those co-ordinating events and activities but also as 

part of regular social events for ambassadors to talk about their experiences and share their 

ideas.  He saw these feedback sessions as very beneficial to WP and suggested other 

universities made sure they did this with their ambassador teams: 



“A [termly] social for ambassadors that you can all talk together, you can 

learn from each other and good things, bad things.  And then from there any 

updates and stuff.  And they can give feedback about the programmes. … And 

then go for food or something after so it doesn’t feel such a chore to go to.” 

(WP Student Ambassador) 

Follow up on WP activities  

One academic felt that more could be made of the activities he ran for his university.  He 

thought that the events could be built on much more strongly such that they could be made 

more useful to students and their teachers.  Essentially, he was talking about having follow-

on activities that built on a subject taster session to reinforce the information that was 

shared: 

“How can we use an activity we do to try and get more out of them? So you 

run the activity, you know, a week later, go back to the pupil that attended, 

‘Right, how was it?’. Go back to the teachers, ‘Has there been any difference?’ 

So that sort of thing, you know, producing a blog post or a poster … use what 

we’ve done in a way that gets more out of it, gets more value out of it. I think 

that is, help’s needed on that.”  

(University Academic) 

Location of activities and broadening reach 

A concern was expressed over the physical spaces used to host WP activities.  Firstly, for one 

university it was felt that the best facilities were not being utilised for Widening 

Participation participants and this was a missed opportunity in terms of showcasing what HE 

institutions had to offer by way of facilities.  This view was echoed by a Year 13 student who 

paid particular interest in what facilities would be available to her at university as she was 

hoping to do a very technical subject: 

“I like looking at university facilities because of mine being quite like hands-on 

sort of subjects that I wanna do.  So if it’s good quality facilities that’s good.  

And I think when I even like go to open days … I always look for what sort of 

opportunities we have and what we’re gonna be doing during it in order to 

get better like sort of like skills and stuff. … They do miniature projects with 

companies, that sort of made me interested when they do it with other 

companies. ‘Cos it means that it could help you after university have an idea 

of where to work for.” 

(Year 13 student) 

The other issue related to location was a call for some WP events to be held at alternative 

sites away from university campuses – essentially taking WP into the communities where it 

was most needed, or at least to where young people were already coming together and 

would likely feel more comfortable.  The suggestion was to find more diverse ways of 

reaching young people when they were in their early teens and perhaps more willing to 

consider higher education, for example by hosting WP events in skate parks and similar 

locations. 



“For me it’s that you start to lose kids quite young, you know, you've already 

lost them by year nine, by 13, 14.  Often some of the brightest most talented 

young people I’ve ever met in my experience, so it’s reaching those students 

before they’re already lost. Sounds a bit harsh, I don’t mean they’re lost 

forever, but you know, if they’re not going to make it to college and that’s 

where we’re focusing on more, or picking them up more, then it’s how to 

reach them in different ways.”  

(University WP team member) 

However, another WP team member talked about having huge challenges trying to map WP 

work onto community based events.  He was not suggesting it should not be done but that it 

was much more challenging than fitting WP into school and college structures.  More 

research is needed to explore these challenges in depth. 

Another suggestion around broadening reach involved the development of a website to 

showcase Widening Participation work and information.  The idea being that there could be 

a national website that would be very interactive, involve videos and have elements 

targeted at different year groups: 

“We wanted to make videos, and have a Widening Participation video on, 

kind of, like, a national level, that had all these kind of talks that we do on a 

fun, interactive level, on a really accessible website. So having, like, a national 

Widening Participation website, having all the information, all the stuff all 

these universities are separately preaching, bringing the best bits from all of 

them together to make one big, kind of, page …  targeted for whether you’re 

in Year 7 or whether you’re in Year 9, or whether you’re in Year 12, targeted 

videos for each of them, and that’s something we really, and we’re looking at, 

… we’ve been looking at doing. ... you could have a lot of resources that were 

about people, very specific situations, you know … I just, I really, really think 

that a central website, because a lot of the information is spread across 

various websites.  And all the information is out there, but it’s just really hard 

to find, and really centralising it all, making it accessible and easy, that would 

be, that’s kind of, like, if there was £100,000, that’s what I would spend the 

£100,000 on, developing that.” 

(WP Student Ambassador) 

More bespoke individual support and more targeted advice 

Much of the focus of WP teams based in universities was either on group events involving 

just a few young people or large scale activities, like year group assemblies.  This seemed to 

be about maximising on limited resources and reaching as many young people as possible. 

There was less of a focus on one-to-one support.  However, universities did sometimes bring 

in outside organisations to provide more intensive one to one support to young people on 

their WP programmes.  This more intensive provision seemed to be very well regarded and 

some research participants felt there could be better individualised support available from 

universities to help WP students at school or college:   



“More bespoke individual support and advice and guidance, for whatever 

decisions that young person might want to make.”  

(University WP team member) 

Some participants talked about a desire to go into schools and have more opportunities to 

get to know staff and pupils.  

“Going into a school and being allocated like five minutes to talk to each 

student so no-one feels isolated.  You talk to every single student for five 

minutes or something.  That would be tiring and I guess quite resource heavy, 

but I really think that five, ten minutes of sitting with a student and going 

through their options with them would make a huge amount of difference to 

their life. … [Student Ambassadors have been on a school/college] question 

panel and [students] ask lots of questions but something … on a personal level 

[is needed] … really the personal touch.” 

(WP Student Ambassador) 

This perspective suggests concerns over how such advice is currently managed in schools 

and colleges.   

The same idea also came from a university based WP team member who thought that 

having regular time slots in schools and colleges would help build relationships with staff 

and pupils.  She envisaged this time would include being in classrooms as well as in a 

designated room and being available to answer questions.  The idea being that they could 

get to know people and have a physical presence.  The thinking here was also about being 

better placed to identify young people who fitted the WP criteria more effectively as she 

was concerned that a lot of were missing out on programmes.  One of the participating 

universities was actively trying to run events on these lines and finding it to be an effective 

route to tapping into student concerns and questions: 

“Well there are a lot of presentations … but we are trying to move towards a 

model as well where we don’t … say ‘This is our agenda and these are the 

things we’re going to talk about’. … we’re [now] moving towards …‘We’re 

going to be here in this room. You come to us and you actually talk about 

whatever you want to talk about’.  Because half the time I may be talking on 

about finance to them for half an hour, for example, and all they’re thinking 

about is totally other issues, really specific.  And actually that one tiny piece of 

information that they’ve got in their head that they don’t want to put their 

hand up to ask is the one bit that actually will be their decision whether they 

go [to university] or not, and if they get that answered it makes a massive 

impact so.” 

(University WP team member) 

Another way in which one-to-one support was discussed by participants was in relation to 

mentoring programmes which it was remarked could be successful. Even so, one university 

academic talked about having to abandon a mentoring programme with support provided 

by university students because school staff did not ‘buy into it’; even though he felt it had 



worked really well for those young people who had taken part.  The academic mentioned 

that his university were now exploring e-mentoring as an alternative to face-to-face.  

Another of the universities taking part in the study did have an established mentoring 

programme and this suggests a deeper understanding is needed of the role of such 

programmes when they are university led and how they are seen by schools and colleges. A 

secondary school IAG wanted to see mentoring in her school and talked about it being a 

good way of raising aspirations and supporting teachers: 

“I’ve always had as a bit of a wish is that you know, maybe there could be 

some mentoring or some study skill sessions that are done in-school, so just 

that really.  … in fact they did have this a few years ago when it was Aim 

Higher, it was called Aim Higher Associates … so the [university] students … 

were employed … to do this and they came over to school and they did some 

group-work sessions and also some one-to-one mentoring sessions talking 

about grades and aspirations … with the right people … amazing [university 

student] ambassadors, if they could do mentoring in schools I think that’d be 

great.” 

(IAG/WP Co-ordinator, secondary school) 

A WP Student Ambassador reflected on his own pathway to university and wished that he 

had been given a named contact he could refer to and, in a way, make a distant process 

more personal and welcoming: 

“I think if there was like a university like [named] contact or someone who I 

could be like, ‘ah, I’m sort of doing this, how do I sort of, how do I sort of get 

through it?’  … especially when you are applying to unis like direct to some 

unis it does seem like oh my gosh, like it’s such a big place like who do I speak 

to, so sort of maybe having that sort of like direct contact would have been 

really helpful.”  

(WP Student Ambassador) 

Similarly, another Student Ambassador talked about the importance of providing 

reassurance to people worried about how their particular needs would be supported if they 

went to university and how she was able to reassure a young person using her own 

knowledge and understanding: 

“I did an open day the other day and this boy was really worried about 

coming to university because he just thought he wasn’t going to get any help 

and support for his dyslexia while he was here.  And I had a half an hour 

conversation with him and his parents, just reassuring them about all the 

support that’s available for him. So it’s even something like that, and that half 

an hour talk, well, I feel like I really managed to make a difference, and really 

managed to help him, reassure him that there’s lots of support available, and 

I think it’s having, again, it’s that personal touch, and I think everyone needs 

that. Like, everyone’s got their own worries and barriers, and having just 

someone sit down with them for five, ten minutes and just go, “Okay, what 



are you worried about? How can we break that down, how can I reassure you 

about that?" 

(WP Student Ambassador) 

Some Year 13 students suggested that more information could be provided particularly for 

students in the target groups who would be likely to need extra support, for example those 

with disabilities.   

“Me with a disability that’s a big part. … you know yeah: is there a special 

needs advisor? Or something along those lines.” 

(Year 13 student) 

One WP Student Ambassador talked about finding out that there was a lot of very useful 

support but only once she was at university; she felt a lot more information could have been 

provided in advance about what was available: 

“I think that it’s not made clear the support that is available. I think that 

they’ll say that they’ll support you and they don’t tell you enough in detail. I 

had to do quite a lot of my own research when coming to uni to find out what 

support was actually available. And having found out what is available it’s 

more than adequate to help and it makes the whole thing a lot easier. … I 

probably wouldn’t have taken a year out before university if I knew the 

amount of support that would be available from when I got there.  I mean you 

have like specific support within the uni with different people that are like 

advised of your situation so you don’t have to explain it all over again. And 

people that have dealt with the same situations, they obviously give you 

financial support and they stay in contact with you. They’re very much if you 

have an issue with anything they’ll find a way to fix it.” 

(WP Student Ambassador) 

A sixth form classroom teacher talked about having an awareness that support was available 

but feeling that this was not well understood by her students.  She added that the 

information about support was too broad-brush and that universities needed to provide 

much more detail of what was available once students were at university by way of 

encouraging young people to think about HE: “the nuts and bolts of it”. 

Developing a pathway to HE 

Some research participants wondered if the whole approach to WP, and higher education 

more generally, needed re-thinking, particularly in relation to the ‘harder WP’ students 

referred to earlier in this report – those who had ability but who were not thinking to do a 

degree or go to university.  One suggestion made by a few participants was to have more of 

a pathway into higher education.  This was thought to be particularly important for young 

people who had decided to leave school or college and go straight into employment but 

would apply also to mature students coming back into education later in life.  The intention 

was to spark an interest in continuing education by providing courses or tasters that could 

lead to HE but would still be useful in their own right, for example for people in certain jobs.  



It was suggested that this is already happening via opportunities like Access courses, 

Foundation courses and courses run by Further Education colleges but could include shorter 

(perhaps more manageable and/or attractive) courses.  The idea was to make such courses 

more explicit as a potential route to HE and to invest in them more directly. 

“I think the bit we've got to do next is with people who are in the workforce 

who do want to take that next stage but can't do it through their employer 

because their employer doesn't want them going any further 'cos they don't 

want to lose them! So I think there's a little bit more for us to do to try and 

get people who perhaps are qualified up to Level 3 but who have aspirations 

to do more on a part-time degree basis, and that's where I see some 

expansion coming.” 

(FE College senior manager) 

Similarly, it was also suggested that WP work should be broader and incorporate those on 

work-focused apprenticeship style degrees where (perhaps) more WP students might be 

located, or be interested in applying for: 

“[There needs to be] … some rethinking about how Widening Participation 

works for apprentices. Cos I don't think that piece of work's been done at all, 

and I think that would be … an interesting piece of work.  And I don't even 

know that we know what the social mix amongst our apprentices are in order 

to be able to know … what it is and what it should be.” 

(FE College senior manager) 

This was related to a broader concern in FE that higher education was often being viewed 

quite narrowly and mainly in relation to standard three year degrees run by universities, 

with implications for the remit of WP and the funding associated with it. 

Another related concern around pathways to HE was enabling people to gain qualifications 

even if they did not complete their degree.  A sixth form college teacher felt that those 

dropping out of HE could then still have something that would show a development in their 

skills and, she hoped, have a positive effect on their social mobility:  

“We only ever see a degree as an end route, but in terms of social mobility, 

surely if they had something after a year, or something after two years, that 

would still be much more of an asset to those kids.” 

(Classroom teacher, sixth form college) 

Arrangements for exiting a degree course early with either a certificate or a diploma do exist 

so this suggests a need for them to be communicated more widely. 

Branding 

There was a widespread view that the term Widening Participation lacked clarity and that 
this was not helped by the development of unique names for each university WP 
programme, which had led to an abundance of brand names for WP.   
 



“It’s very confusing … all of this is not picking up on some of the main issues 

which is, biggest one, is parents.  Because they’re the ones who have to get 

on board. … and it’s very confusing when you have lots of different groups 

with different names coming in and they all want you to sign up to their 

schemes. And it’s hard enough to get people to sign up to those schemes and 

explain why they should do one over another, or both, and that if it’s going to 

be a benefit - and then to try and help them negotiate their way all through 

that.” 

(University WP team member) 

Some of the branding was thought to be confusing whilst other programme names were 

considered obscure. In some cases the branding of WP under different names meant that 

WP team members could be expected to explain wording that could not really be explained: 

“I think it’s a horrible term [university brand name for WP], I don’t think it 

means anything. I don’t think it’s understood. I’ve been into schools to talk to 

senior management teams and they say, ‘What does this [brand name], what 

does that mean?’.” 

(University WP team member) 

Some of the WP programmes were linked to the idea of students being the first generation 

in their family to apply for university.  This approach was considered useful in that it did not 

reference more sensitive issues like poverty and avoided labelling of those taking part in 

activities.  However, as mentioned earlier in this report, there was a danger that other 

target groups could be left out or students might think the WP programme was not meant 

for them: 

“And the [name] can be quite confusing. Like I’ve had an event at a school 

where just a teacher who didn’t really know the programme introduced me 

and then said ‘oh this is [name] from the Widening Participation team’ and 

then turned round to the students and said ‘and all of you are here because 

you’re the first people in your family to go to university’. At which point about 

five or six students stood up and said ‘oh I shouldn’t be here’ which was really 

awkward. So I then had to, I didn’t want to be like ‘oh you could be here 

because you’re a care leaver’ or whatever, but just had to be like ‘no, no it’s 

fine, you’re all here like for various different reasons’ ... But that was 

obviously where it gets confusing and it’s a bit awkward to have these 

students trying to leave your session and you’re trying to say ‘no, no, you can 

stay, it doesn’t matter that your parents have been to university’ because 

they were obviously there for other criteria. And that was something which 

definitely is stuff that we’ve talked about before as a team and I see quite a 

lot when you’re out and about in schools.” 

(University WP team member) 

Whilst participants were generally dissatisfied with the label of Widening Participation, and 

the various brand names associated with it, they found it difficult to suggest other naming 



strategies.  A similar, but centrally driven, programme that predated Widening Participation 

was named ‘Aim Higher’.  Many participants liked the idea of having one easily understood 

name as a national reference point for Widening Participation work: 

“I think something more sort of unifying would be really useful. And I think 

that from a student perspective - I was in Aim Higher - and you sort of, yeah, I 

think our perception of what we do as opposed to how it’s received on the 

ground is probably quite different.” 

(University WP team member) 

Aim Higher was generally considered an easy way of describing WP work and it was thought 

to be a label that had become very familiar to students and parents: 

“And it doesn’t matter who you are, you can sell it to someone ‘you’ve been 

picked because we feel you can Aim Higher’ and it was natural.” 

(University WP team member) 

However, some participants expressed concern over the use of Aim Higher as a term as it 

could imply that people on that programme were lacking ambition.  There did seem to be a 

preference for having one nationally recognised term or brand name that worked for 

everyone and was easily understood, but the research participants struggled to think of a 

new name.  The word ‘access’ was put forward as an alternative as it was considered easier 

to grasp and a more familiar way of expressing widening participation activities: 

“I think [access] would be easier to explain to parents as well when you’re 

doing a parents’ talk and explaining - that’s how we describe it … we say 

we’re ‘talking about increasing access to university for people from 

underrepresented groups’. And you’re not saying that you should go to 

university because it’s better or ‘you’re from this group of students so that’s 

why you’re coming’.  Which I think [access is] a nicer term. It might not be 

perfect but I think it’s maybe better.” 

(University WP team member) 

Another approach, already being used by one of the universities, shifted the language 

towards making choices.  This seemed to pick up on the ethos of WP described by 

participants in the study and had the advantage of being quite low key in relation to other 

concerns about labelling people in relation to their background or family situation: 

“And I really like the name Making Choices as well. Like we’ve been talking 

about other programmes and things and it’s just something that keeps 

[coming up], because it’s at the heart of what we all do as a WP team is 

helping people make choices. You’re not saying ‘you should do this’. It’s just 

getting them to make the right decision for them.” 

(University WP team member) 



Other suggestions 

Other suggestions for improving Widening Participation programmes made by participants 

were: 

 Having campus visits for parents that are WP focused and separate from traditional 
open days 

o “The kids get invited to open days and that’s their first involvement 

their parents have. I think it would be quite nice to, to maybe have, 

you know, a day that parents could go and look round, you know, so 

that they also don’t feel insecure. So not that their kids are going to go 

to that university but do you know what it is when your child, do you 

know what, do you know what university is for your kids? Because you 

take it for granted if you’ve been but how on earth would you know, 

how on earth would you know?” (Classroom teacher, sixth form 

college) 

 Staff at universities emphasised that school and college teachers knew their students 
very well and had a deeper understanding of who should be eligible for the more 
resource intensive targeted initiatives. However, some classroom teachers did not 
always feel confident that they had a good level of awareness about their students’ 
backgrounds.  A sixth form college teacher felt it would be really helpful to run an 
ice-breaker style activity with a new class to help her identify which students were 
WP and ensure that they were encouraged to think about HE and the support they 
could get from WP programmes. 

 Explicit time off for school and college students that were equivalent to staff INSET 
days so they could attend WP activities more easily. 

 Looking beyond what universities offer and trying to get a better understanding of a 
students’ home environment and the challenges they face, for example in getting 
homework done. 

 Targeting WP programmes at younger age groups; this was suggested by many 
participants.  A recent Year 13 student, who was in full time work at the time of the 
interview, felt that he might have engaged more if he had understood the benefits of 
having a degree and conversely what life could be like with limited opportunities and 
feeling ‘stuck’. 

 More distinct training for school and college staff around Widening Participation.  A 
University senior manager talked about the WP team providing training sessions for 
school and college staff to improve their knowledge base about what was on offer – 
it was noted these sessions were very well attended. 

 Mentoring with parents, for example having student ambassadors talk to parents 
about their journey into HE and the benefits they’ve experienced from studying for a 
degree. 

o “Some kind of mentoring with parents or maybe even school-based 

with parents … forums where they could talk more about what the 

ambassadors had found when they went away from their 

backgrounds.” 



 Having continuing education available at universities and promoting it to parents 
with children eligible for WP programmes to engage them more with HE and help 
demystify it. 

 Some participants talked about the importance of avoiding any ‘hard sell’ about 
going into higher education. They felt that people could be very sensitive to being 
pushed into making choices. It was suggested that focusing on making activities and 
talks as relevant as possible to those taking part was key.  This view came from a 
Year 13 student and an academic. 

 WP talks and activities that went beyond studying and into more practical issues in 
relation to student life, like living away from home and being independent. 

 

 
 

  



7 Does WP achieve its aims? 
 

A key question put to the study participants was whether the Widening Participation 

programme achieved its overarching aims; essentially, was their work having the intended 

impact of encouraging more people from targeted groups to enter higher education and be 

awarded a degree when they leave? 

There was a widespread view among the study participants in professional roles (inside and 

outside of HE) that WP was successful in that young people were deciding to go to 

university, albeit the broader ethos was about making the right decision including not going 

to university. The difficulty was that it was hard to know if the increased numbers of 

students applying to go to university was as a result of widening participation activities.   

Data collection, data analysis 

It was hoped that as data collection was gradually improving, in the form of databases like 

the Higher Education Access Tracker (HEAT), so WP teams would be in a better position to 

judge the success of their work.  In the future it was envisaged that HEAT data would be 

used to look at range of student outcomes including the type and number of interactions 

they had with WP programmes and the target groups the student could be identified with.  

Such information was expected to be highly beneficial to the development of WP 

programmes and fine tuning facets of their design: 

“I mean as years roll on and the longer we’ve got HEAT in place that’s bear 

some interesting fruit.  Once we get to the year where we can look at it all the 

way through, that that’ll be key I think to look at as well, and see you know, is 

there a certain type of intervention, you know.  I say you know, I go out and 

do all these UCAS talks, are they any good? is that too late? I mean I don’t 

know if I should really be working with Year 12, I mean I do it with Year, yeah, 

I do it with Year 12 now, should I be doing that with Year 11, but Year 11 is 

such a hands-off year because of GCSEs. So there’s bound to be a bit of a 

trade-off I think.” 

(WP Co-ordinator) 

WP teams had concerns over the quality of data held on HEAT in terms of its currency (how 

up to date it actually is) and its accuracy (how well it is inputted onto the system).  The issue 

of currency was considered a difficult one to overcome given that participants in WP 

programmes were hard to keep track of, partly related to the accuracy of contact details 

held on the system.  However, it was commented that more involvement in data input from 

university WP team co-ordinators and events staff might make a difference as they 

sometimes held more up to date information.   

The data on HEAT was mainly drawn from forms completed at the start of Year 12 and there 

did not seem to be a system for updating out of date information.  Gathering the sample of 

Year 13 students for this study suggested that email addresses supplied by young people 

when applying to go on a university WP programme were often inaccurate or no longer in 

use.  However, once a WP participant applied to university through UCAS (Universities and 



Colleges Admissions Service) they were identifiable through a unique number that allows 

their progression into HE to be tracked and therefore better understood. 

WP teams based in universities also made use of Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) 

data to look at employment outcomes for students at their institution.  The challenge was 

the time it took for the data to come through, one participant remarked that gathering data 

to inform WP programmes was ‘a long game’. 

Similarly, a secondary school Information Advice and Guidance advisor (responsible for co-

ordinating WP activity and liaison in her school) wanted to understand how well WP 

initiatives were doing in terms of applications to university.  She felt that it would be helpful 

to have better information on student pathways, particularly knowing whether those 

participating in university WP programmes then went on to study for a degree in HE: 

“Something else that I would like, that we don’t necessarily get, which is what 

I’ve mentioned before to the [university WP] staff, is kind of a breakdown of 

how many students that have been enrolled on the [university] programme 

have actually gone to university.” 

(IAG/WP Co-ordinator, secondary school) 

There were also broader questions about how Widening Participation programmes were 

assessed that led some participants to feel that the current focus was too statistically 

driven: 

“And it goes back to that - what is evaluation? Is it about the experience of 

the student and their decisions and their choices? Which it should be about. 

Or is it about the quantitative numbers? You worked with this school, you see 

this many students, you deliver, because that’s what we’re doing at the 

moment and to me that isn’t evaluation.” 

(University WP team member) 

Defining success 

The obvious definition of success for Widening Participation would be a student deciding to 

go into higher education.  However, this did not fit with the ethos described by many 

participants in this study which focused on people making the choice that was right for them 

at that point in time, which could include not going to university; much harder to evidence 

and therefore measure accurately.   

“Now even if, like I’ve done a talk in [a subject] and it probably went the 

complete polar opposite to what you’d want it to do in that they all came out 

deciding they didn’t want to go to university which you could look at that 

upon, ‘oh no what have I done?’, but actually they’re all throwing back at me 

really legitimate reasons, they were saying, ‘Well I don’t need a degree to go 

be an X Y Z, I can do an apprenticeship instead’.  So if they’ve taken it all on 

board and they’ve computed it and they’ve processed it and then they’re still 

making a valid, you know, a good valid choice then that’s still a success, but 

obviously internally that’s quite hard to champion because, you know, if I go 



in and speak to the tutors and been like, ‘Well I’m going to do a talk and none 

of them are going to come to university but they’re all going to go and do 

apprenticeships instead’ that won’t go down as well. But morally I guess 

that’s a success I think.” 

(WP Co-ordinator) 

More controversially, some of the research participants felt that success was sometimes 

more narrowly defined by others as a student taking part in a WP programme and then 

deciding to go to the university that provided WP support to them.  This view links back to 

some participants questioning whether the real (hidden) purpose of Widening Participation 

was to increase recruitment for a university, as highlighted earlier in this report. 

  



8 Where next for Widening Participation? 
 

The research participants were asked to think about where they saw Widening Participation 

going in the future.  This was particularly pertinent as a new funding stream, the National 

Collaborative Outreach Programme (NCOP), was being launched at the time researchers 

were carrying out interviews and group discussions for this study.  Two workshops were also 

held with WP teams to explore their views on the future of Widening Participation. 

Participants raised a number of issues when considering the role of Widening Participation 

going forward: 

 The structure of WP programmes – how tailored should or can they be? 

 Switching the emphasis – reflecting diversity 

 The National Collaborative Outreach Programme 

 Focusing more on the longer term pathway – the student lifecycle and beyond 

 Shifting the emphasis of WP towards younger age groups 

 Initiatives that come and go – political agendas 

The structure of WP programmes 

There seemed to be a general view among professionals working in Widening Participation 

that the development of programmes that were tailored to the needs of those taking part 

was important for engaging interest that could lead to the provision of WP support.  School 

and college staff really welcomed having opportunities to be creative with WP staff from 

universities in how they created events and activities for their students.  Examples were 

given of how new approaches might have started out as an ‘experiment’ with a particular 

school or college before being shared more widely elsewhere.  Having an opportunity to be 

creative around WP was also said to avoid duplication in approach.  Whilst it was 

understood that taking a tailored approach was responsive to needs, and could be very 

imaginative in reaching out to students, the drawback was the cost involved for universities 

in providing this kind of service.  Consequently, a participant suggested that universities 

facing financial pressures might have to be less responsive in the future: 

“[A school/college leader] said, ‘Whatever we ask for, [X University] gives us’ 

… [She was saying if] ‘we want to innovate something, we always know [X 

University] will be prepared to, you know, give it a go and that’s great’.  And 

that is great, but in terms of our capacity and our resource that’s a really 

difficult model to maintain. … And in some ways that’s helped us to innovate 

things that have become permanent things in the programme, but being very 

reactive, and trying to do everything very bespoke isn’t something that we 

can sustain.” 

(University senior manager) 

A participating academic reflected on the challenge of funding bespoke activities tailored to 

college / student needs but felt that it was of high enough priority that it would be worth re-

working other WP activities they were doing, perhaps stopping some altogether: 



“Longer term maybe it’s having more of a tailored approach or at least 

investigating a more tailored approach.  … it would have resource 

implications.  It would also mean the fact that we’d stop doing some of the 

activities we’re doing possibly and try and combine them or make them work 

in a different way.” 

(University Academic) 

Switching the emphasis – reflecting diversity 

Participants in the workshop group discussions made special mention of more work needing 

to be done, both nationally and locally, to look at diversity in higher education.  The 

intention being that people from under-represented groups would see people they could 

identify with.  It was hoped that people would therefore feel less alienated from higher 

education and feel more at ease in HE environments. 

In a way the WP Student Ambassadors were fulfilling some of this role as they mainly came 

from under-represented groups themselves and WP teams talked about actively recruiting 

with this in mind.  Certainly diversity was seen as one of the reasons why WP Student 

Ambassadors were considered a huge asset to widening participation. 

“When I did a primary project it was about the ambassador. They weren’t 

particularly interested in what I was saying or doing to them, they were only 

interested in their ambassador because they thought he was cool and they’d 

never met anyone that had been to university before. And for those children 

at that very deprived primary it was the first time they’d met anyone who 

went to university and it wasn’t what they were expecting at all. … He was a 

local student … so he totally got the kids and they totally got him and that 

was the impact that left them. And I went back in to do the post-school stuff 

and they all just went ‘well, where is he? We don’t want you … we want him 

back because we all have questions for him’ … They were expecting somebody 

quite sort of stuffy and academic and they were quite surprised that I was a 

lecturer and turned up in my jeans and I didn’t go in there, you know, 

pretending to be something that I wasn’t.’ 

(University academic) 

Even so, the participants felt diversity needed to go a lot further in terms of looking at the 

types of people working in higher education, including the make up of Widening 

Participation teams. It was acknowledged that this might be a long-term goal but that more 

could be done now around helping people to progress and “push up into higher roles”: 

“And I think what universities and WP teams could do more of is actually 

greater representation and diversity within their own teams … even our WP 

team is actually not that diverse really in terms of race … I think nationally 

they could do a lot more in terms of greater representation within 

universities, even amongst like lecturers. … there aren’t working class voices 

in universities and a lot of lecturers don’t have a working class accent.  And so 

… white working class boys or whatever, even if they come to university they 



don’t see anyone that’s like them.  … it’s a bit of a catch 22 situation I think. ... 

It’s like it would be great to work with these people but it’s getting those 

people into the universities first so that you can bring more people in.” 

(University WP team member) 

National Collaborative Outreach Programme and Widening Participation 

The introduction of the National Collaborative Outreach Programme (NCOP) by HEFCE 

during the period when views were being gathered for this research study presented an 

opportunity to explore how widening participation and related initiatives might develop in 

the future.  At the time of writing, NCOP was being funded until the end of 2018 with 

additional funding being available until 2020, subject to evidence of impact.  NCOP is based 

on a partnership model with local areas having been awarded budgets to distribute in their 

locality.  NCOP in Sussex is being co-ordinated by the Sussex Learning Network and involves 

a local partnership of HE providers, schools, colleges (FE and sixth form) and other 

organisations (examples include employers, local enterprise partnerships and third sector 

organisations).  NCOP is being run alongside Widening Participation programmes. 

NCOP has similar aims to WP, however it specifically focuses on increasing the numbers of 

young people from disadvantaged groups going to university, with a focus on school years 9-

13 (those aged 13 to 18).  The NCOP aims make special mention of targets to increase the 

numbers of young men from disadvantaged backgrounds as well as people from ethnic 

minority groups.  The funding is for outreach activity in areas (at the electoral ward level) 

where HE participation of young people is both low and much lower than might be expected 

given the outcomes of GCSE results. In other words, where young people have good results 

with Level 2 qualifications (GCSE Grades A-C) but do not go on to attain the grades required 

from Level 3, like A’Levels, that are needed to do a degree. 

NCOP was often viewed as an opportunity to develop a much more collaborative approach 

among NCOP partners.  It was hoped that more collaboration would lead to less duplication 

both in terms of activities and approach.   

“I think be nice to see a lot more collaboration between the universities to 

kind of go against the ‘them and us’, because it is very much the case with 

some universities. … working on the connections and relationships that we do 

have and then it does save on the duplicating then to actually allowing for 

more people to be reached and interact with - just because we wouldn’t be 

kind of targeting so many people at the same time. But also for the pure fact 

that we all offer something different. … So I think if we kind of share what 

we’re saying, the resources, work together more than we already do, I think it 

would be really beneficial to the message that the students are getting and 

for the communities in the area that [the universities] are kind of a united 

front but in it for the kind of fair access for all.” 

(University WP Team Member) 

However, concerns were expressed over whether collaboration was high on the NCOP 

agenda as well as fears over how funding would be allocated, particularly in relation to the 



potential for some partners to have more of the budget than others, and also more say over 

how the budget was planned and targeted. 

“I kind of got the impression from what I have heard about [NCOP] that it’s all 

very much at university level, that that’s where the money’s going to be 

spent. Maybe if some of it was spent more in sort of, I don’t, I mean I can’t be 

specific here but to facilitate more collaboration between universities and 

colleges to do this sort of more integrated activities, you know, things that are 

integrated with what’s being delivered in the curriculum.” 

(Sixth form college WP Co-ordinator) 

There was also a view that the emphasis on outcomes built into NCOP would force the 

programme down a path that did not fit with the wider view of where people thought 

Widening Participation ought to be going.  Specifically, it was suggested that the need to 

demonstrate outcomes post 18 from a programme that would be funded to run for a few 

years meant that it would need to focus on 16/17 year olds and not the younger age groups 

that some people in WP were feeling resources need to be moved to (see ‘Shifting the 

emphasis of WP towards younger age groups’ below): 

“You don’t actually get to do the embedding of the stuff in the community 

that actually makes a difference. You can’t work with primaries for an NCOP 

thing because you can’t prove impact. That’s where the national picture of 

the sort of short-termism does have an impact because you sort of, you’re 

looking at it and going ‘well we have to prove impact, we have to work with 

Year 12s they say, and try and get them into uni so that we can show in 

eighteen months’ time that we’ve had an impact’.” 

(University WP team member) 

As mentioned elsewhere in this report, there was a view that demonstrating success in 

Widening Participation terms was a ‘long game’ and so it was considered a challenge by 

some to evidence impact from any initiatives that were funded for just a few years, 

particularly taking into account the time it takes to embed a new approach and build 

relationships. 

The idea of all WP activity coming under one partnership umbrella was explored as a 

potential model to discuss as part of the study (this came from the research team simply to 

prompt thoughts).  Whilst this was viewed as having benefits by some there was also 

cynicism over whether it would really be possible, particularly where there were pressures 

on education providers to recruit more students: 

“I think if you asked that to every single WP practitioner they’d love it, I think 

that’d be a really really - a good - uniformed approach.  The complexity would 

lie in the senior management and how an (HE) institution would operate, 

because an institution would want its own handle on it. … not showing all 

your cards … that is to [do with] recruitment.” 

(FE college Senior Manager) 



It was suggested that NCOP was really HEFCE re-visiting the Aim Higher initiative that pre-

dated Widening Participation and which was more locality led than provider led, with staff 

working across institutions.   

“I’d quite relish the opportunity to do something like that to be honest, I 

would [with my experience across institutions] … I’d quite like a job or a role 

that sat maybe outside of an institution, but was a bit of a broker between 

everyone. It means a bit of sitting on the fence and things, but you know, I 

think if I walked out into [the] high street right now and sat on a bench with 

16 year olds for ten minutes or so, I think I’d have them all lined up in the 

right place.  Some of them I think ‘you’re more Brighton, you're more Sussex’, 

and that’s not about recruitment, because I wouldn’t be acting on behalf of 

any one of those institutions. I just know from my experiences to date what I 

know each institution’s strengths, that ‘you’d be a better fit there’, ‘you’d be a 

better fit there’, [and] ‘you’d be a better fit there’. So - and is that not what 

Widening Participation should be?” 

(WP Co-ordinator) 

Focusing more on the longer term pathway – the student lifecycle and beyond 

The research participants involved in running WP activities talked a lot about the student 

lifecycle and the longer term pathway, in other words what happens to WP students once 

they are in higher education and then after they leave it.  The Widening Participation 

activities discussed by the research participants were focused on the period up to the point 

of entering higher education (more specifically on school and college students up to the age 

of eighteen).  Whilst student services then took on a supportive role with many WP students 

it was felt that more could be done by WP teams to engage with their cohort of students on 

entering university and as they progressed through it.  Further, there was a general sense 

that support should go beyond entering HE, initially by remaining involved with WP students 

whilst studying for their first degree and then continue with postgraduate studies if this was 

the path being followed: 

“I’d like to see WP maybe go a bit broader and try and encompass kind of 

postgraduate type things and mature students and other types of 

communities as well.  Because I think the WP kind of stops at, you know, 

undergrad and I think - I don’t know what the figures are on undergraduate 

WP students progressing onto postgraduate courses - but I feel like they 

might be less inclined to do so. So that might be interesting.” 

(University WP team member) 

It was also suggested that WP cohorts of students continue to get specific support into 

employment and with developing a career: 

“A huge kind of untouched area, like I’ve barely spoken about this whole 

interview about after their degree and onward progression.  I mean and that 

again comes down to capacity and it kind of … the very fact they’ve gone and 

got a degree does that then make them not WP because they’ve got there 



then, they’ve done it. But essentially what are you going to uni to get? A 

degree hopefully, or to progress their career, or further study, whatever it 

may be.  So that would be an area to perhaps plan and look at and a bit 

further track it all the way through.” 

(FE Senior manager) 

Shifting the emphasis of WP towards younger age groups 

Many participants wondered if WP activities should be targeted at much younger age-

groups.  The research participants talked about WP programmes in Sussex being intensely 

focused on Year 12 with some activities with younger students at secondary school and, 

increasingly, in primary schools. Thoughts were often expressed in relation to the period 

when young people might be thinking about their subject choices, particularly the earlier 

years of secondary school but also participants were thinking advice could be more 

effective, even inspiring, if people were exposed to it earlier: 

“[A college with] … two of the most deprived wards in the country [has turned 

things around for students from disadvantaged backgrounds]. … I think the 

reason why the college is so successful is because it celebrates its students 

really well. So actually it's probably one of the most successful models I've 

seen of inspiring young people. I'm not sure that any of what I've just 

described [in this interview] is inspiring enough; 'cos that's what a 13 and 14 

year old needs isn't it? It's about getting turned on by whatever it might be.  

And I'm not sure that STEM Big Bang Fair quite is enough really.” 

(FE college senior manager) 

This participant also talked about a wish to have people in employment come into his 

college and talk about their career pathways as a way of inspiring young people to think 

about their futures in the longer term.  He felt careers advisors needed to be much more 

active with younger age groups in terms of inviting in guest speakers to meet with young 

people and share their experiences. 

“I think [more] employer-led and I think, again, we as a college have a 

responsibility to use our alumni much more when it comes to talking about 

opportunities. I think it's important that we stop talking about jobs and start 

talking about careers and some people might say 'we have careers advisors'.  

I have to say I think careers advice in pre-16 is poor, and I don't think that 

helps young people at 16, at 18, at 19 in terms of their choices.  And I think it's 

poor because it's a bolt-on. I also think it's poor because of the timing of it. … 

[I’ve seen] a lot of national research looking at when career choices are best 

informed, and it's not when young people are at the age of 14, 15, it's when 

they're 10, 11 and 12 years old.” 

(FE College Senior manager) 

Another advantage of focusing on the early secondary school years was a belief that that it 

would be more do-able for the younger students to miss classes to take part in WP 

activities, in a way that was much more challenging as they got older and involved in exams.  



There were mixed views over whether WP work ought to focus on a particular year group 

more than another but certainly more intensive work earlier than was currently the case. 

Initiatives that come and go 

People taking part in the study who had been involved in Widening Participation for a long 

time remarked on the challenges of initiatives just getting ‘bedded in’ when they are closed 

and staff are required to engage in a new type of programme or approach.  There was a sense 

that political agendas were driving changes, a secondary school headteacher commented: 

“Well, I don’t know, the Government just go round in circles, don’t they, really. We put money 

into encouraging it and then we stop, and then we do it again”.  More specifically there were 

fears that the focus on helping people improve their life opportunities by doing a degree 

might not continue, although current policy appeared to have worked out more positively 

than anticipated for those keen to see HE as a vehicle for upward social mobility: 

“I’m optimistic with unoptimistic reasons. The reason - because I think WP has 

grown in profile under a Conservative administration which goes against I 

think some of the kind of traditional thinking about what it is.  But I think the 

problem, the reason why is because … only way that they got away with 

increasing tuition fees was by sort of a bit of a sop almost to go ‘well we’re 

also going to focus on ensuring that people have access, even though we’ve 

put the money up’. And I think, so I think that for the sort of medium term I 

can’t see [WP] falling down the agenda that much because people will 

constantly be asking ‘well if you’re doing that why aren’t you addressing the 

sort of inequality?’. I don’t think it will diminish for five to ten years to be 

honest. Obviously there’s government change …” 

(University WP team member) 

It was also suggested that a political ethos believed to be focused on measurement and 

value for money did not bode well for programmes like WP that could not easily be shown 

to be successful in those terms: 

“I’m thinking of government where things need to be measurement - and in a 

society where you need to prove the value of the money we’re spending on 

something - that there is a risk that it [WP] could all go away. I feel that more 

this year than I’ve ever felt in the previous years.”  

(University WP team member) 

The introduction of the Teaching Excellence Framework (known as TEF) by HEFCE rang alarm 

bells for some participants concerned that variable tuition fees would make the more 

desirable universities become out of reach for WP students.  A participant talked about how 

this had the potential to reduce social mobility and increase inequality: 

“I think with the introduction of the TEF and the uncertainty around like 

different institutions being able to charge, you know, variation in tuition fees, 

I think that’s going to make some institutions increasingly more difficult for 

WP students, for want of a better phrase. That’s going to make it more 



difficult and I think in the long term that has potential to make society more 

unequal. But that’s just my opinion.” 

(University WP team member) 

   



9 Concluding comments 
 

This study gathered a range of perspectives on Widening Participation programmes active 

across Sussex.  It was clear that those involved in WP brought a huge passion to their work 

and were dedicated to the shared ethos of widening participation.  Whilst participants often 

had reservations about the future of WP they were committed to the opportunities it could 

provide for disadvantaged groups.  Even so, tensions existed around how WP could best be 

provided and comments from those involved in various programmes over the years 

suggested that the ‘shape’ of current work was more as a result of an evolvement than by 

design.  It is, of course, possible that having the freedom to be creative and developing 

programmes around ‘tried and tested’ approaches that have been seen to work may not be 

a bad thing; rather that Widening Participation is perhaps mature enough for those running 

programmes to take stock of its structure and reflect on the best way forward, making this 

research timely. 

A huge challenge going forward is the discrepancy between those who are passionately 

involved in running WP activities and their colleagues who need to be persuaded of the 

importance of widening participation in the face of competing pressures.   This came 

through in the findings whether in the universities themselves or in schools and colleges.  

For example, participants emphasised that senior management buy-in to WP was pivotal to 

engaging teaching staff.  Similarly, getting young people to engage in WP could be very 

challenging.  The research participants often highlighted misunderstandings that provide an 

opportunity for review.  Two examples stood out: firstly, some confusion over whether a 

person needs to be thinking about a particular university to join its WP programme and, 

secondly, misunderstandings over what characteristics or experiences make you eligible to 

join a programme in the first place.  It was clear that a lot of effort was put into explaining 

WP to potential HE applicants, teachers and families but the research participants identified 

misperceptions nonetheless.  The views of parents and families were often seen as 

influential for young people thinking about their futures; research is needed to explore their 

role further and consider how they can be drawn into WP programmes more effectively. 

Professional stakeholders spoke about success in terms of the numbers of people taking 

part in WP activities but they also remarked about the amount of effort it took to make 

things happen.  A focus on communication and how it can be improved could benefit WP 

going forward – opportunities for academics, and WP staff based in HE, to interact more 

with classroom teachers to discuss Widening Participation were suggested and the two-way 

process of shaping activities to fit with school/college curriculums could provide a starting 

point for this kind of exchange.  Another opportunity could be follow-up activities, for 

example, assignments designed by an academic to prepare or develop a taster activity 

further, such as the idea of a blog to encourage reflection on learning and further engage 

the young people in HE.  Related to this, many participants wanted more feedback from 

university WP teams, examples given were college staff knowing which of their students had 

taken part in WP activities so they could follow-up, and academics wanting more 

information on how students saw the events they had run so they could review their 

approach.   



The research did not look at the various programmes and activities associated with WP in 

great depth but some clear messages emerged around the advantages of focusing on a 

more interactive approach which suggests that talks given to whole year assemblies may 

need revisiting; the Year 13s taking part in this study did not recall much detail from the 

talks they attended and some important information may have been lost.  There were calls 

for the content of year group talks to be reviewed, possibly focusing on the more practical 

aspects of university life.  The WP Student Ambassadors would be key to such talks as they 

bring the real-life experience of being an HE student and are easy for young people to 

identify with; there was evidence of this already happening in some cases.  Another factor 

was duplication in the more generalised talks about HE with different universities visiting 

the same schools and colleges at different times.  There was an advantage to similar talks 

being given in that it was hoped that the information would register more clearly if 

repeated.  However, some of the universities were looking at duplication of work and had 

started giving joint talks.   

Duplication of work was mentioned with regard to WP more broadly, not just year group 

talks; highly engaged co-ordinators in schools and colleges could find the number of HEIs 

they interacted with challenging.  Co-ordinators remarked on the demands being both 

bureaucratic and logistical.  However, they continued to work with a range of universities as 

it meant they could direct certain students towards the WP work of the institution they 

thought fitted an individual’s likely pathway; in other words, those who were expected to 

get higher grades would likely be directed to a WP programme run by a high tariff 

university.  Another response to duplication was to avoid it by focusing on building 

relationships with just one university in relation to WP activities.  Comments about 

duplication often led to a discussion about there needing to be more collaboration between 

higher education providers, something participants hoped the National Collobarative 

Outreach Project (NCOP) would be addressing. 

In terms of other WP activities, campus visits and and residential courses were welcomed as 

exciting interest in HE and providing a real taste of university life – practicalities like eating 

in the canteen, seeing student residences and mixing with young people already at 

university could be very appealing for school and college students.  The WP Student 

Ambassadors, who were often involved in guiding young people around campuses during 

visits and running taster sessions, came through as huge assets to HE programmes.  They 

were seen as approachable and easy to identify with.  Many examples were given of 

ambassadors being seen as role models and making university seem like a possibility for 

those taking part in WP activities – demonstrating that someone like themselves could be 

studying at a university and enjoying themselves. 

The variety of WP activities appeared to be welcome, as it provided an opportunity to tailor 

widening participation work more effectively to the needs of individual students.  However, 

there did seem to be a gap in relation to one-to-one support and mentoring.  Year 13 

students taking part in the study had mixed experiences with support in school or college 

suggesting a need for additional input when required.  The research was able to gather  

some direct feedback on mentoring programmes which appeared valuable but expensive 

and they did not appear to be that widely available.  One of the universities involved in the 



study did have a mentoring programme involving HE students that could provide some fresh 

thinking on one to one work. 

In schools and colleges there were particular difficulties for WP work associated with an 

emphasis on Year 12 students. Clearly Year 12 is a pivotal year for many reasons but the 

pressure on students and teachers in the lead up to Year 13 exams made participation in WP 

activities more challenging.  Academics running WP activities on behalf of university WP 

programmes were keen to make their offer as school/college friendly as possible by trying 

to fit their work into the curriculum to make it more attractive and encourage student 

involvement / teacher interest.  Lots of WP activities were happening with younger age 

groups and some of the research participants felt that this needed to increase.  A few 

programmes in primary schools have been developed and this was seen as important work 

in sowing the seeds for making university seem like a possibility for children who had little 

or no understanding of what higher education was.   

Much of the research discussions focused on the target groups and it was clear that there 

was very little specialist work with particular groups and that this was not necessarily seen 

as appropriate.  There were lots of concerns over labelling individuals that might make them 

feel targeted and quite possibly uncomfortable.  Participants did talk about some new 

initiatives seeking to address the needs of particular groups, like young women or those in 

care.  However, the vast majority of WP work seemed to be focused on those from areas 

where few people went to university, specifically low income areas identified as 

disadvantaged.  The difficulty is that some of the WP groups could benefit from a more 

targeted approach.  The example given of students with disabilities not getting information 

on the high level of support available whilst studying for a degree suggested more targeted 

WP work could be beneficial.  Another issue that was hard to unpick, and therefore would 

benefit from further research, was whether WP programmes had a role to play in raising 

pupil attainment when a person aspired to study for a degree but were not expected to get 

the grades they needed to secure a place at university.  Foundation degrees were one 

option, although it was commented that this was traditionally the role of further education 

colleges. 

Debates around targeting WP resources also touched on how the work is presented with 

many having difficulties with how WP was branded, especially where programme names 

could be misleading or vague.  Presenting WP as about being first generation in the family to 

go into HE brought a more positive slant to enabling participation in activities but could 

exclude eligible students who were not first generation – classroom teachers found this 

confusing too.  WP professionals taking part in the study were keen to see a new unified 

approach to the naming of WP programmes; finding a suitable alternative to WP, and the 

various WP brand names, was challenging for participants. Terms that included words like 

‘access’ and ‘choice’ were considered easier to relate to than Widening Participation, and 

more accurate than existing brand names, but clearly some more focused work on this issue 

is needed. 

Issues of identifying those eligible for WP programmes were highlighted more generally 

with a reliance on classroom teachers knowledge of their pupils backgrounds and situations.  

Some participants felt confident that this was the best approach but surveying school / 



college students at the start of Year 12 was another method that a sixth form college had 

found useful for identifying WP students not obviously on the radar of their teachers. 

What really stood out in the findings was the weight of work in schools and colleges.  

Participants seemed content that this approach was right, but there were also calls for a 

broader community focus that sought to demystify university and embed it more easily into 

local communities.  In other words, make HE more like a community resource and less elitist 

so that people would see it as a possibility for them or their children in the future.  This tied 

in with two other aspects of WP programmes that emerged as ‘gaps’: firstly, very little work 

to engage with mature students and, secondly, lack of contact with communities that are 

geographically distant from a university site.   

Related to questions on the focus of WP, was an increasing interest in the whole student 

lifecycle and where WP teams fit.  There were participants in the study who wanted to see 

much more  input with students in the WP cohort once at university.  The research 

suggested that WP students become involved in student services, along with others, and 

there is little contact with the WP team once they start their studies at university; except 

that many are asked to become WP Student Ambassadors (where this approach exists).  As 

such, the ambassadors present an opportunity to explore how the student lifecycle 

develops for people from disadvantaged groups and the support they need to progress with 

their studies, and beyond, by helping people continue in education and/or develop their 

careers.  

Another broader issue highlighted in the findings was diversity in higher education 

institutions, or more accurately a lack of diversity.  Participants working in WP felt that the 

staff profile of universities needed addressing if HE is to attract more people from under 

represented groups.  This was seen as particularly important in relation to the lecturing staff 

but also WP teams themselves. It was also suggested that upward social mobility meant that 

diversity among those in senior positions also needed reviewing. 

The findings suggest a huge challenge for WP going forward highlighted by participants in 

their discussions around ‘hard’ and ‘easy’ WP.  This seemed to be a difficult tension to 

address for WP in a context described as data-driven.  It was hoped that improved data 

collection and analysis would help staff make the case for WP but some were doubtful that 

it would be possible to demonstrate success with so many variables, in other words 

influences, at play for those considered ‘WP’.  People in target groups who ultimately chose 

to go to university could maybe point to a variety of factors influencing their decision 

making, but the student participants in this study did not always have that level of clarity; 

they may or may not think WP activities were influential, or were just one part of the 

decision making process that helped along the way.  Participants talking from a professional 

WP perspective felt certain they were making a difference and gave examples of young 

people seeing a future at university when they initially had no interest in further studies. 

Even so, there were concerns over those considered ‘hard’ WP, ie not interested in higher 

education, being less well served by WP programmes.  

What this study suggests is that there is a huge amount of activity being undertaken by 

higher education institutes but that the large numbers of people in the WP target groups 

still means it is hard to reach all those who could benefit from WP programmes.  



Additionally, there was a tension between the real purpose of WP and its intended aims – is 

it about getting more people onto degree courses or is it about providing people with the 

information to make a decision that is right for them at that point in time?  If it is the latter, 

then success would need to be evidenced quite differently or at least judged over a much 

longer period of time. 
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Appendix 1 Participant information sheet 

and consent form for people actively 

involved in Widening Participation 

  



Participant Information Sheet 
Outreach and widening access into higher education: stakeholder research 

You are invited to take part in a research study.  Before you decide whether to take part, the 

researchers would like you to understand why the research is being done and what it would 

involve for you.  Going through the information about the study should take about 10 

minutes.  You will be given time to think about whether you wish to take part before making 

a decision and you may keep this sheet; please ask if anything is unclear.   

What is the study about? 

The study is exploring activities that aim to widen access into higher education.  The 

research is gathering views on existing outreach activities across Sussex and how they can 

be developed in the future.  The study will help the Sussex Learning Network develop and 

build on work to widen access into higher education, particularly for under-represented 

groups. In particular, the findings will be used to plan provision available via a new funding 

stream, the National Collaborative Outreach Programme (NCOP), being launched in 2017. 

Who is funding the study? 

The Sussex Learning Network (SLN) is funding the study. The SLN is a partnership of 

universities, colleges, training providers and local councils across East and West Sussex.   

The network works with schools, further education colleges, universities, councils and 

industries across Sussex connecting people to resources that support learning opportunities.  

The Sussex Learning Network aims to give young people the information they need to help 

them explore and understand their options and how they can progress from school to 

higher education and into employment.  You can find out more about the Sussex Learning 

Network online via this link http://www.sussexlearningnetwork.org.uk/about-us/  

Who is the researcher? 

The research is being led by Vanessa Stone de Guzman who is a Senior Research Fellow in 

the School of Applied Social Science at the University of Brighton and has been a social 

researcher for over 20 years.  Vanessa is working on the research study with Graham Kelly 

who has also been a researcher for many years. 

Who will be involved? 

The researchers will be talking to a variety of people to gather a range of perspectives: 

students who have participated in outreach activities and events, school/college teachers 

and leaders, as well as University staff and academics who have delivered activities and 

advised on policy.   

Do I have to take part? 

Taking part in the study is voluntary and you can withdraw at any time without giving a 

reason.  The researcher will ask anyone deciding to withdraw from the study if the 

information they shared up to that point can still be used or whether it should be deleted. 

What will be involved? 

Most participants will be interviewed one-to-one with a researcher.  A few people will be 

interviewed along with a colleague.  Generally the interviews will be face to face but can be 

http://www.sussexlearningnetwork.org.uk/about-us/


over the telephone if this is more convenient. The interviews will take about an hour, the 

time will depend on how much you have to say.  Your interview will be at your place of 

work, or elsewhere if you prefer – we will discuss the best location in terms of giving you 

privacy and not being noisy.   All the interviews will be audio recorded.  A few people will be 

asked to take part in a discussion group. The group discussions will each last 1½ - 2 hours 

and be held at a University campus site; a meeting room will be booked.  

Overall, there will be about 100 interviews for this study.   

You may be invited to a follow-up workshop to hear about the research findings and share 

your views on next steps; we will tell you more about that nearer the time.  

When? 

The interviews will start in July 2016 and be completed early in 2017.  The follow-up 

workshops are planned for early 2017. 

Where is the research happening? 

The research will take place in venues across East and West Sussex. 

Why are you going to record the interviews and discussions? 

It is important that we capture your thoughts and experiences in your own words.  The 

recordings mean we can reflect on everything you say when we come to look at the 

findings; notes can miss important points. 

What will happen to the recordings? 

The recordings will be transferred from a digital recorder to a secure, password protected, 

space on the University of Brighton computer server only accessible to the researchers.  

Only the researchers in the School of Applied Social Science (University of Brighton) and the 

transcribers will have access to the recordings.  The recordings will not be identified with 

your name or personal details; each recording will be given a unique reference number.  

Only the researchers will know which reference number relates to which participant.  The 

recordings will be transcribed verbatim to enable a detailed and thorough analysis. 

What are the potential disadvantages of taking part? 

Those taking part will be asked to talk about their views of widening participation in higher 

education.  We do not anticipate this being upsetting, although talking about disadvantage 

experienced by particular groups could raise issues for you.  Should for any reason you 

become upset during the interview you will be given an opportunity to have a break and 

asked if you wish to continue. 

Those taking part in a joint interview or discussion group with colleagues will need to think 

about what they share and whether this could affect their contact with the other 

participants in the future.   

What are the potential benefits of taking part? 

The research is an opportunity for you to share your views on how best to enable people 

from disadvantaged groups to think about higher education and the types of support they 



get when applying to university.  It will also explore how you think this work could or should 

be shaped in the future. 

What will happen to the research findings? 

The research findings will form the basis of a written report and an oral presentation.  The 

Sussex Learning Network will use the findings to plan outreach strategies over the next few 

years and in the longer term.  The network is also planning a seminar so the learning can be 

shared more widely.   

Who will know I have taken part? 

Your personal information will be treated as confidential.  Only the researchers will know 

exactly who has taken part in an interview.  The only exception to this is if the researcher 

thinks someone might be at risk.  Please be aware that people will know that you might 

have taken part in the research because of your involvement with outreach activities. Those 

taking part in a joint interview or discussion group are asked to respect the privacy of others 

participating in the research and not discuss what is shared with the researcher outside of 

the research venue.  The researchers will not use your name or personal details in any 

documents based on the research findings; they will alter anything that they feel might 

identify you. 

Can I claim any expenses? 

Research participants may only claim expenses for travel to and from an interview where 

this is away from their usual place of work.  Most people will be interviewed at their place of 

work and the researcher will travel to you.  The researcher will talk to you about putting in a 

travel expenses claim if you need to travel to an alternative venue away from your usual 

place of work in order to take part in an interview.  Separate arrangements will be made for 

claiming travel expenses for those taking part in a discussion group. 

If I have any concerns who can I speak to? 

It would be helpful if you could initially raise any concerns or questions with the researchers 

but If you do not feel able to do so, or would prefer not to, then please contact Sarah 

Williams, Director of the Sussex Learning Network by email s.williams4@brighton.ac.uk  or 

by telephone on 01273 642532.   

What happens next? 

If you have any questions please ask the researcher – it’s important that you understand 

what is involved before deciding to participate.  If you are happy to take part the researcher 

will ask you to sign a consent form and you will be asked to provide your contact details to 

the researcher so a convenient date and time can be arranged for the interview or group 

discussion. 

How do I contact the researcher? 

The contact details for Vanessa Stone de Guzman are  

email: v.stonedeguzman@brighton.ac.uk or by telephone on 01273 XXXXXX. 

This study has been reviewed and approved by the School of Applied Social Science 

Research Ethics and Governance Committee of the University of Brighton. 

mailto:s.williams4@brighton.ac.uk
mailto:v.stonedeguzman@brighton.ac.uk


Participant Consent Form 
Outreach and widening access into higher education: stakeholder research 

 

Please tick boxes as appropriate 
 

☐ I agree to take part in this research about activities that aim to widen access into 

higher education.   

☐ The researcher has explained the purpose of the study and what is involved. 

☐ I have read the information sheet and I understand the purpose of the study and 

what is involved. 

☐ I have been invited to take part in an interview and am willing to do so. 

☐ I have been invited to take part in a discussion group and am willing to do so. 

☐ I agree to the researcher making audio recordings of the interview or discussion 

group. 

☐ I understand how the data collected will be used and that any personal information 

that could identify me will only be known to the research team in the School of 

Applied Social Science, University of Brighton.  The only exception would be if the 

researcher was concerned that someone may be at risk. 

☐ I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time without giving a 

reason. 

☐ Should I withdraw from the study, I understand that I can decide whether the 

researcher can use the information provided by me for the study or, if I prefer, to 

have it deleted.  

☐ I have been given an opportunity to ask questions about the research. 

 

Name (please print) …………………………………………………………………… 

 

Signed …………………………………   

 

Date     ………………………… 

Thank you 

 

  



Participant information sheet and consent 

form for people unfamiliar with Widening 

Participation as a concept/term 

  



Participant Information Sheet: Year 13 Students 
After school or college, what next?  

how universities work with school and college students living in Sussex 
You are invited to take part in a research study.  Before you decide whether to take part, the 

researchers would like you to understand why the research is being done and what it would 

involve for you.  Going through the information about the study should take about 10 

minutes.  You will be given time to think about whether you wish to take part before making 

a decision and you may keep this sheet; please ask if anything is unclear.   

What is the study about? 

The study is about how universities work with young people to help them think about the 

options available in higher education.  The research is funded by the Sussex Learning 

Network and will help universities plan their work with school and college students in the 

future.  You can find out more about the Sussex Learning Network via this online link 

http://www.sussexlearningnetwork.org.uk/about-us/  We will be looking at what people 

think of the activities currently run by universities in Sussex schools and colleges and how 

these might be improved or done differently.  We will also be interested to know more 

about student plans post school or college.  

Who is the researcher? 

The research is being led by Vanessa Stone de Guzman who is a researcher in the Social 

Science Policy and Research Centre at the University of Brighton.  Vanessa is working with 

another researcher, Graham Kelly, on this project. 

Who will be involved? 

The researchers will be talking to a variety of people: students who have participated in 

events or been given support, parents, school/college teachers and university staff.  

Do I have to take part? 

Taking part in the study is voluntary and you can withdraw at any time without giving a 

reason.  The researcher will ask anyone deciding to withdraw from the study if the 

information they shared up to that point can still be used or whether it should be deleted. 

What will be involved? 

The interviews will involve you speaking to a researcher one-to-one, either in person or over 

the telephone.  The interviews will take about an hour, the time will depend on how much 

you have to say.  Your interview could take place in your home or another place that is 

convenient for you to get to – we will discuss the best location in terms of giving you privacy 

and not being noisy.   With your permission, all the interviews will be audio recorded. In all 

there will be about 100 people being interviewed for this study.  You will receive £20 in 

Amazon Vouchers by way of thank you for taking part in an interview for this research 

project.  

When? 

The interviews will start in July 2016 and be completed by the end of the year.   

/please continue overleaf … 
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Where is the research happening? 

The research will take place in Sussex. 

Why are you going to record the interviews and discussions? 

It is important that we capture your thoughts and experiences in your own words.  The 

recordings mean we can reflect on everything you say when we come to look at the 

findings; notes can miss important points. 

What will happen to the recordings? 

The recordings will be held on a secure, password protected, space on the University of 

Brighton computer system which is available just to the researchers.  Only the researchers in 

the Social Science Policy and Research Centre will have access to the recordings.  The 

recordings will not be identified with your name or personal details; each recording will be 

given a unique reference number.  Only the researchers will know which reference number 

relates to which participant.  The recordings will be transcribed word for word and the 

transcripts will also be stored in the same password protected space as the recordings. 

What are the potential disadvantages of taking part? 

Those taking part will be asked to talk about their views of activities run by universities in 

schools and colleges in East and West Sussex.  We will also be asking about student plans for 

the future and whether this includes applying for a place at a university.  We do not 

anticipate discussing things that are upsetting, although it is possible that thinking about the 

future, or thoughts on applying to university, raises some issues for you.  Should you 

become upset during the interview you will be given an opportunity to have a break and 

asked if you wish to continue.   

What are the potential benefits of taking part? 

The research is an opportunity for you to share your views on how universities work with 

students at schools and colleges in the future and the types of support offered to young 

people thinking about applying to university.   

What will happen to the research findings? 

A report will be written at the end of the research and the researchers will present the 

findings to staff at the universities of Brighton, Chichester and Sussex.  The Sussex Learning 

Network will use the findings to plan activities over the next few years and in the longer 

term.  The Sussex Learning Network are also looking at ways in which learning from the 

research can be shared more widely.   

Who will know I have taken part? 

Your personal information will be treated as confidential.  Only the researchers will know 

exactly who has taken part in an interview but please be aware that people will know that 

you might have taken part in the research because of your involvement with university 

activities at your school or college.  The researchers will not use your name or personal 

details in any documents based on the research findings; they will alter anything that they 

feel might identify you. 

/please continue overleaf … 



The only situation where the researcher may need to reveal information is where she or he 

thinks someone might be at risk.   

Can I claim any expenses? 

If you take part in the study then you may need to travel to and from an interview, this 

depends on the location of the interview (it is likely that the researcher will travel to you).  

The researcher will talk to you about claiming travel expenses if this applies to you.   

If I have any concerns who can I speak to? 

It would be helpful if you could initially raise any concerns or questions with the researcher 

but If you do not feel able to do so, or would prefer not to, then please contact Sarah 

Williams, Director of the Sussex Learning Network by email s.williams4@brighton.ac.uk  or 

by telephone on 01273 642532.   

What happens next? 

If you have any questions please ask the researcher – it’s important that you understand 

what is involved before deciding to participate.  If you are happy to take part the researcher 

will ask you to sign a consent form.  You will be asked to provide your contact details so the 

researcher can keep in touch.  The researcher will then contact you to make arrangements, 

for example for the date and time of the interview. 

How do I contact the researcher? 

The lead researcher’s contact details are: 

Vanessa Stone de Guzman 

email: v.stonedeguzman@brighton.ac.uk   

direct line: 01273 641254 

Where can I get more information about options after school or college? 

You can get more information about options after school or college from the following 

organisations: 

The Sussex Learning Network  

Website: http://www.sussexlearningnetwork.org.uk/  

telephone: 01273 642532    email: events@sussexlearningnetwork.org.uk 

Student Finance England 

Website: https://www.gov.uk/student-finance 

Twitter: https://twitter.com/SF_England  Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/SFEngland 

Telephone: 0300 100 0607 Monday to Friday, 8am to 8pm, Saturday and Sunday, 9am to 

4pm 

Textphone: 0300 100 0622 Monday to Friday, 8am to 4pm  

/please continue overleaf … 
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UCAS (University Clearing and Advice Service) 

https://www.ucas.com/ 

Telephone number for undergraduate courses: 0371 468 0 468 

For information on various telephone helplines: https://www.ucas.com/corporate/about-

us/contact-us  

 

This study has been reviewed and approved by the School of Applied Social Science 
Research Ethics and Governance Committee of the University of Brighton. 
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Participant Consent Form: Year 13 students 
After school or college, what next?  

How universities work with school and college students living in Sussex 
 

Please tick boxes as appropriate 

 

☐ I agree to take part in this research about the work of universities with school and 
college students.   

 

☐ The researcher has explained the purpose of the study and what is involved. 
 

☐ I have read the information sheet and I understand the purpose of the study and 
what is involved. 

 

☐ I have been invited to take part in an interview and am willing to do so. 
 

☐ I agree to the researcher making audio recordings of the interview. 
 

☐ I understand how the information I give will be used and that any personal 
information that could identify me will only be known to the research team in the 
Social Science Policy and Research Centre, University of Brighton.  The only 
exception would be if the researcher was concerned that someone may be at risk. 

 

☐ I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time without giving 
a reason. 

 

☐ Should I withdraw from the study, I understand that I can decide whether the 
researcher can use the information provided by me for the study or, if I prefer, to 
have it deleted.  

 

☐ I have been given an opportunity to ask questions about the research. 
 

 
Name (please print) …………………………………………………………………… 
 
Signed ……………………………………………………..  
 
Date     ………………………… 
 

Thank you 



Appendix 2 Topic Guides used during the interviews, 
group discussions and workshops 

  



Topic Guide  
Widening Participation: stakeholder research –  

University and professional stakeholders 
 

Introduce the research 
 About the research: The study is about views of widening participation – how people from 

groups that have been identified as not typically taking part in higher education courses can be 

supported better and encouraged to think about applying.  The findings will help the Sussex 

Learning Network, which brings together Widening Participation teams from the universities of 

Brighton, Chichester and Sussex, to plan services in the future, particularly over the next few 

years.  The study is looking at what people think of current widening participation services, how 

best to engage with people considering university and what kinds of support they get – or could 

get.  The researchers will be exploring the views of various people involved in widening 

participation and whether activities are reaching all the people they could be.   

 About the researcher: Researcher for over 20 years.  Studies for public sector, particularly 

government departments and charities.  Examples include research to develop a national 

strategy for children for the Department of Education, research into the use of helplines for the 

NSPCC, parents’ views of the MMR vaccine for the Department of Health, and the experiences of 

young people not in education, employment or training for the Social Exclusion Unit.  

 Next steps: findings workshop at each of the universities involved in the Sussex Learning 

Network, a written report and a presentation 

 Reminders about anonymity and confidentiality 

o No names or personal details in research outputs.     

o Special note for paired interviews/group discussion: Ask participants to respect other 

group members by not divulging what any participant says during the discussion, or the 

identity of any individual present, once they leave the group discussion venue. 

 Length: 1-1½ hours, will check willingness to continue at the one hour point 

 No right or wrong answers  

o Special note for the paired interviews/group discussions: talking one at a time 

 Reminder about recording 

 Opportunity for you to ask questions at the end … any questions before we start? 

Switch on recorder 

  



Background/introductions 
 Contextual / background information on the participant(s)  

o Job title, job role, how long in post, main responsibilities … what were they doing 

before (relevant experience?) 

o How their job relates to widening participation – how long been involved in WP, has 

this changed over time 

o WP activities they have run/been involved in 

Understanding of widening participation 
 What does widening participation mean to them 

o Who is it for 

o What activities are they aware of 

o Is it important 

 Do they think there is a shared understanding of widening participation  

 How do they think different people see WP 

o Students 

o Teachers 

o Parents  

o University staff 

o The WP team 

o School leaders 

o Government, Office for Fair Access 

 If they were asked to summarise WP into one or two sentences what would they say 

Experience of WP activities 
 Which WP activities have they been involved in 

 With which groups of students have they worked with in relation to WP 

Views on their university WP programme 
 What do they see as the key features of their university’s WP programme 

o What do they have in common with other university WP programmes 

o … what would they say was different about their own university programme 

 Knowledge and experience of the WP programme – who it is for/aimed at, activities run, 

direct experiences of the programme 

o Views on the WP programme 

 Aspects that work well 

 Could it be improved 

 Could the work be delivered differently 

 How does the programme work in relation to the targeted groups (students less likely to go 

to university) 

o Which groups are targeted and why 

o Are some activities only available to targeted student groups – how does this work, 

views on effectiveness  

 Programme specific to their university 

o Targeted programme – who it is for/aimed at, activities run, direct experiences of 

the programme 

 Views on programme 

 Aspects that work well 

 Could it be improved 



 Could the work be delivered differently 

o What about un-targeted activities  – views on activities for all students and those 

specifically targeted at under-represented groups 

 Any other activities that relate to Widening Participation as run by their university  

 What do they see as the main aim (or aims) of the Widening Participation team at their 

university 

o Does this fit with their overall view of WP (as described earlier in the interview) 

o Do the activities currently being run as part of WP fit with the aims of the WP team 

o Do the activities fit with what they personally think WP is or should be 

o Views on how activities are delivered  

 Probe for what works well and what needs improving 

 Views on how different WP activities are communicated to stakeholders 

o What do they think of communication and marketing activities 

 Are communications reaching the right people … are there any barriers 

o Can communications/marketing be done differently or improved in any way 

Reaching target groups 
 How are target groups decided?  By whom? 

 Views on reaching target groups – are some better targeted than others, understanding of 

any variations in reach, probe for: 

o low income  

o care leavers 

o mature learners 

o people with disabilities or learning difficulties 

o young carers 

o refugees/asylum seekers 

o ethnic minorities 

o those from low (university) participation neighbourhoods 

o from a family with no previous experience of higher education 

o others who are targeted 

 What barriers are there to reaching the above people and can these be overcome 

 Are there other groups of potential HE students the Widening Participation team could or 

should be focusing on/targeting their resources 

 What are their views on taking a targeted approach 

o Probe for positive and negative aspects of targeting (eg making sure resources are 

focused versus ‘singling’ groups out and marking people out as disadvantaged or 

different) 

WP programmes run by other universities 
 What do they know about WP programmes run by other universities 

o Probe for examples and explore any direct experiences 

o How do other universities seem to compare in relation to WP work and that of their 

university 

Perceived impact of widening participation activities 
 How much is known about the pathway students follow after engaging in widening 

participation activities 

o Probe for sources of information 

o What information would help them with widening participation 



 In an ideal world, what information would they get … what difference would 

this make to them/their work/widening participation 

 Are there any other outcomes they look at or see as important (ie not just about whether a 

student from an under represented group applies to university) 

Going forward 
 Ideas for new activities that would increase engagement with target groups 

 What advice do they have for those planning widening participation at their University over 

the next few years  

o And what about the next ten years 

o And what about nationally – do they have any advice / thoughts for policy makers 

Any other comments and questions 
 Anything else participant would like to add that has not been covered 

 Any questions for the researcher 

 

Thank and close 
 

  



Topic Guide  
Widening Participation: stakeholder research –  

School and college teachers 
 

Introduce the research 
 About the research: The study is about views of widening participation – how people from 

groups that have been identified as not typically taking part in higher education courses can be 

supported better and encouraged to think about applying.  The findings will help the Sussex 

Learning Network, which brings together Widening Participation teams from the universities of 

Brighton, Chichester and Sussex, to plan services in the future, particularly over the next few 

years.  The study is looking at what people think of current widening participation services, how 

best to engage with people considering university and what kinds of support they get – or could 

get.  The researchers will be exploring the views of various people involved in widening 

participation and whether activities are reaching all the people they could be.   

 About the researcher: Senior Research Fellow, University of Brighton. Researcher for over 20 

years.  Studies for public sector, particularly government departments and charities.  Examples 

include research to develop a national strategy for children for the Department of Education, 

research into the use of helplines for the NSPCC, parents’ views of the MMR vaccine for the 

Department of Health, and the experiences of young people not in education, employment or 

training for the Social Exclusion Unit.  

 Next steps: findings workshop at each of the universities involved in the Sussex Learning 

Network, a written report and a presentation 

 Reminders about anonymity and confidentiality 

o No names or personal details in research outputs.     

o Special note for paired interviews/group discussion: Ask participants to respect other 

group members by not divulging what any participant says during the discussion, or the 

identity of any individual present, once they leave the group discussion site. 

 Length: 1-1½ hours, will check willingness to continue at the one hour point 

 No right or wrong answers  

o Special note for the paired interviews/group discussions: talking one at a time 

 Reminder about recording 

 Opportunity for you to ask questions at the end … but any questions before we start? 

Switch on recorder 

  



Background/introductions 
 Name, job title, what does their job involve (main responsibilities) 

 How long in post, what were they doing before (relevant experience?) 

 How their job relates to widening participation - WP activities they have run/been involved 

in 

 About the school/college they work in – size, age range, types of students, area school based 

in (demographics in terms of social class, affluence, density) 

o Do they know (roughly) what proportion of students go on to university/do a degree  

Understanding of widening participation 
 If they were asked to summarise WP into one or two sentences what would they say  

 How important is WP in terms of their work 

 How do they think students see WP activities, what about other teachers 

 How easily does WP fit into the school/college 

Experience of WP activities 
 What work goes on in the school/college with students around applying for HE courses (all ie 

generally) 

o Is there specific work with students from groups under represented in HE ie WP 

students 

 What sorts of work would they class as WP activity 

o Probe for activities run by their school/college versus those run by external bodies 

like the universities 

 What experience have they had with university outreach work, examples of activities/events 

 What part do they play in deciding which WP activities students are involved in eg selecting 

activities and / or universities to work with 

 Which WP activities have they been involved in and who ran them 

 Which aspects of WP work well (probe for activities and administration) 

 … and which don’t work well 

 Could WP work be delivered differently / what can be improved 

o Do WP activities fit with what they personally think WP is or should be 

 Views on how different WP activities are communicated to the school/college 

 Can they compare the work of different WP providers (eg universities) – what are the 

strengths/weaknesses of each one (or, ‘the one’) they work with  

o Do any providers clearly focus on encouraging students to go to their HE institution 

Reaching target groups 
 Which students do they see as fitting the WP criteria ie those it is aimed at – roughly what 

proportion of students at their school/college meet WP criteria. Note to researchers: criteria 

cover high deprivation areas, families on low incomes but also other criteria like ethnicity, being 

in care, disability and so on 

 Which groups of students have they worked with in relation to WP  

o Are any groups targeted – how and why, views on taking a targeted approach 

o Probe for positive and negative aspects of targeting (eg making sure resources are 

focused on those needing them, ‘singling’ groups out - marking people out as 

disadvantaged or different, allowing a wider group of students to benefit from WP 

activities) 

o Are any WP activities targeted at very specific groups of students eg ethnic 

minorities 



 Who decides which students take part in WP activities – how are the students identified 

 What barriers are there to reaching students who fit the WP criteria – do some students 

who could benefit from WP work get left out 

Perceived impact of widening participation activities 
 How do students react to the various WP activities they are involved in  

o Do you (teachers) get feedback 

o Can they share examples of where a WP activity has made a difference / had an 

impact on a student 

o Can they think of students with the potential to go to university but who didn’t 

o Thoughts on WP students who want to go to university but don’t quite make the 

grades needed – what happens to these students  

 What do they think parents/families make of WP – is there much awareness, what barriers 

are there for them 

 What do they see as success in terms of WP activities 

o Ask question and then probe for whether simply about students from WP 

backgrounds going into HE or something broader than that (eg helping students to 

make decision that’s right for them including not going into HE or deciding to go 

later in life) 

o How much information do they get on student pathways post school/college 

 Do they think WP work is effective 

 How could WP work be improved 

Going forward 
 Ideas for new activities that would  

o increase WP engagement with target groups 

o encourage young people to consider HE / apply to HE  

 What advice do they have for those planning widening participation over the next few years  

Any other comments and questions 
 Anything else participant would like to add that has not been covered 

 Any questions for the researcher 

 

Thank and close 
 

  



Topic Guide - young people 
Widening Participation: stakeholder research 

After school or college, what next?  
The work of the universities with school and college students 

 

Introduce the research 

 About the research: The study is about the work the University does in schools and 

colleges with young people to help them think about the options available in higher 

education.  The research will help universities plan their work among school and college 

students in the future.  We will be looking at what people think of the activities currently 

run by universities and how these might be improved or done differently.  We will also 

be interested to know more about your own plans post school or college.   

 About the researcher: Works in the Social Science Policy and Research Centre at the 

University of Brighton.  Researcher for over 20 years.  Studies for public sector, 

particularly government departments and charities.  Examples include research to 

develop a national strategy for children for the Department of Education, research into 

the use of helplines for the NSPCC, parents’ views of the MMR vaccine for the 

Department of Health, and the experiences of young people not in education, 

employment or training for the Social Exclusion Unit.  

 Next steps: findings workshop at the University, report of the findings and presentations 

 Reminders about anonymity and confidentiality 

o No names or personal details in research outputs.     

 Length: 1-1½ hours, will check willingness to continue at the one hour point 

 No right or wrong answers  

 Reminder about recording 

 Opportunity for you to ask questions at the end … any questions before we start? 

Switch on recorder 

  



Background/introductions 

 First name, age 

 Where do you live, who do you live, how long have you been living there, what’s the 

area like to live in 

 Do they have any paid work 

 Which subjects studying at school/college, qualifications they are studying for 

currently 

 Parents (/carers) – type of work they do/have done 

 Who in family gone to university 

After school or college 

  Current school/college/access students:  

o What subjects are they studying 

o What are their plans now – what do they want to do next  

o What applications have they made so far (work, college, university, travel, 

other) – explore reasons for not making any applications 

o What are their plans over next few months – what do they imagine / hope 

they will be doing next September 

o Do they have longer term plans yet – is there a job they have in mind 

o Do they want to apply to university now or in the future 

 Current university students:  

o how did the decision to apply for university go – who advised them, was it an 

easy or difficult decision 

o which universities did they apply to 

o what made them choose X university (was it their choice?) 

o What WP activities were they involved in at school … and then at college (if 

any) 

o what aspects of WP activities helped them with their application 

o what support did they get with the application process (if any) – from a 

university or elsewhere, formal or informal help 

o on reflection/looking back, any help they didn’t have that would have been 

helpful 

Target group information 

 Now I’d like to ask a few questions about you, and your circumstances 

o Have either of your parents been to university? 

o Which of these ethnic groups best describe your background? 

 Asian or Asian British 

 Black or Black British 

 Mixed ethnicity 

 White British 

 White other 

 Other 



o Do you have a disability or long-term illness that restricts what you can do on 

a day-to-day basis? 

o While you were at school, did you ever receive Free School Meals? 

o Thinking about your responsibilities at home, do you help to look after a 

friend or family member who is ill, disabled or misuses drugs or alcohol? 

o Have you ever been In Care?  If necessary explain: this means that you were 

in the care of the local authority, living with a Foster Family, in a children’s 

home etc. 

Views on university WP programmes 

 Which University led activities can they remember taking part in, prompt for: 

o Activities at a University campus 

 Subject Taster Day  

 Conference  

 Campus visit  

 Summer School  

 Visit to other university organised by UoB 

o Activities held at their school or college 

 Talk (Thinking about university, Choosing a university, Applying to 

university [personal statement writing], Finance, Interview skills etc)  

 Personal Statement surgery (1:1 help with drafting)  

 Interview surgery (1:1 interview preparation)  

 Advice at parent & carer/HE evening/careers day  

 Mentoring  

 Working on projects with UoB students 

 Explore views and experiences of each activity they took part in 

o What happened, what activities did they do on the day 

o How long did it last 

o Where did it take place 

o Who were they with 

o What worked well 

o Could it have been better 

o Could the activity have been done differently 

o What did their friends/other students think of the activity 

o Did the student talk about it with others afterwards, probe for  

 their family (who) and what did they think 

 school teachers 

 anyone else 

o Was the activity for all/any students or for particular students – probe for 

whether seemed targeted at any groups or types of people 

 If felt targeted activity: explore views on this and how this made them 

feel 

o  How did they first hear about the activity 



 who told them about it 

 what information did they get (from whom) and did that fit with what 

actually happened on the day 

 with hindsight would they have liked any more info beforehand 

 what information did parents get – was it enough 

 For parents who don’t recall (or know of) any activities their child took part in: would 

they have liked to have known, what information would they have liked, which 

activities do they think would have been useful for their child (probe from activities 

list and explore whether anything else they think would have been good) 

 Ask all: Can they recall any other contact with a University whilst at school or college 

o Views and experiences of other activities (specifically thinking about those for 

younger students but could be something else) 

Views on universities working with school and college students 

 What do they think of universities working with school and college students 

 Why do they think universities run activities in schools and colleges 

o Does this work seem necessary – was it useful for them?  Can they think of 

particular students it would be good for 

 Given their view of why the University works with school and college students, do 

the activities they are aware of make sense, can they think of other activities the 

University might put on 

 Views on whether the activities were helpful when thinking about university/taking 

their education further 

 What sorts of information could the University be providing to students thinking 

about applying (to any university) 

Reaching students 

 Are there particular types of students, or people in certain situations, that the 

University should be providing extra help to 

o Can they imagine what problems (ie barriers) such students might be facing 

that might put them off applying to university (eg financial, parent views, 

housing etc) 

 What sorts of extra help might they (or their child) need, what would they welcome 

support with 

 Should the University be focusing on particular groups of students rather than 

talking to ‘all students’  

o Probe for positive and negative aspects of targeting (eg making sure 

resources are focused versus ‘singling’ groups out and marking people out as 

disadvantaged or different) 

WP programmes run by other universities 

 What do they know about similar programmes or activities run by other universities 

(anywhere in UK) 



o Probe for examples and explore any direct experiences 

o For those with experience: how do other universities seem to compare to 

one another 

Going forward 

 Ideas for new activities that would encourage people to think about going to 

university 

 … Ideas about managing any concerns people might have / barriers to overcome 

 What advice do they have for those planning University activities with schools and 

colleges over the next few years 

Any other comments and questions 

 Anything else participant(s) would like to add that has not been covered 

 Any questions for the researcher 

 

Thank and close 

 
 

  



Topic Guide  
Widening Participation: stakeholder research  
Group discussions with WP team members 

 

INTRO 

 Role/main focus of your work 

 How long been in WP – what you were doing before, how you got into WP 

WHAT IS WIDENING PARTICIPATION 

 What it means to you 

 … how do you describe it to others eg students 

WHAT DOES WP LOOK LIKE AT [UNIVERSITY] 

 What activities are run/how is it organised 

 Who is wp targeted at  

o Are activities targeted at all? 

 What do you think about having a targeted versus untargeted (whole school) 

approach 

 Are there groups who need targeting or targeting more/better  

 Are there barriers to reaching certain target groups 

HOW DO THEY MAKE CONTACT WITH SCHOOL / COLLEGE STUDENTS 

WORKING WITH SCHOOLS AND COLLEGES 

 How are schools and colleges selected for WP work 

 What makes things go well  

 What holds things back – for WP team, for schools/colleges, students, parents, any 

other barriers? 

DOES THE TEAM ONLY FOCUS ON WP 

HOW DOES WP HERE COMPARE TO OTHER UNIVERSITY WP PROGRAMMES 

KNOWING WHAT HAPPENS POST 18 

 How much do you know about what happens with WP students after Year 13 

 What would you like to know – what info do you get 

IDEAS FOR NEW ACTIVITIES TO INCREASE ENGAGEMENT  

ADVICE FOR MANAGERS OVER NEXT 2-3 YEARS ; OVER LONGER TERM 

ADVICE FOR NATIONAL POLICY MAKERS … 

ANYTHING ELSE? 

Thank and close 



Topic Guide  
Widening Participation: stakeholder research 

Workshop break-out groups 
 
 

1. INTRO (5 mins) 

 First name, role in WP team 

 Volunteer to feedback at the plenary 

 
2. REACTIONS TO THE EARLY FINDINGS (5-10 mins) 

 Initial reactions to the findings, thoughts 

 Anything missing, anything to add (NB remind people presentation just a snapshot) 

 Do the findings ring true 

 

3. KEY ISSUES TO EXPLORE IN THE FINDINGS – REACTIONS TO THE PRESENTATION (handouts) 

(15-20 mins) 

 Go through the presentation slide handouts slide by slide, for each: 

 Any comments 

 Thoughts on how issues could be addressed going forward 

 Overcoming barriers / challenges 
 

4. FUTURE OF WP (30 mins) 

 How would they like to see widening participation developing in the future 

o Over the next few years 

o In the longer term 

 Where do they see it going  

o What do think is likely to happen at a national / policy level 

o What about the local situation 

 Development of the Sussex Learning Network  

 NCOP funding and how that is shaping up 

o What advice do they have for policy makers regarding WP and its future 

 
5. SUMMING UP FOR PLENARY (5-10 mins) 

 Go round the room asking each person to say what their key message is regarding WP 

going forward eg key learning from the presentation or their work, or thoughts about 

the future 

 Decide as a group which 3 key messages they want to feedback at the plenary and 
ensure volunteer ready to feedback (use flip chart paper / pen) 

 
6. ANY OTHER COMMENTS AND QUESTIONS (5 mins) 

 Anything else they would like to add that has not been covered 

 Any questions for the researcher 

 

Thanks and move to plenary session 
 

 


