What is Widening Participation? 

What does it mean? 

The answer to this question is not so obvious. The vocabularies of widening participation and access have a "capacity to disguise divisions and conceal contradictions" (Parry 1997). The same terminology, interpreted in different ways, is used to justify and to deplore the current system, both on the same grounds of equity. This ambiguity "enables government ministers or heads of institutions to claim virtue by deft slippage in the terms used" (Williams 1997). The list below explores current usage of some of the prevailing terminology, and examines its limitations. 

'Access' was the word most commonly used in the last quarter of the20th century to describe the inclusion of under-represented groups in higher education. Its current limitations are: 

· It is often seen as being synonymous with 'participation'. Hence the doubling of student numbers since the early 80s is seen as a triumph for 'access' irrespective of student profiles. 

· It is often associated only or primarily with mature students. Hence the rapid increase in mature student numbers is seen as a triumph for 'access' irrespective of their socio-economic background. 

· It is often associated wholly or primarily with entry, rather than with retention or progression post-entry. 

· It is therefore more often associated with efforts to change potential students than with efforts to change institutions or systems. 

'Widening participation' a more recent term, is sometimes used (more as a kind of insurance than anything else) together with 'access'. The benefit of this later and clumsier version is that it makes specific what kind of participation is involved. Its limitations are: 

· It is perceived as a funding council phrase, and is often associated. particularly with the WP projects that the funding councils support. 

· More importantly, it conveys no indication of the 'institutional change.' 

· Requirements, which should be an up front and recognisable element. 

'Non-traditional'/'non-standard' are terms in common usage for describing particular categories of students. The negativity of this language judges them as 'abnormal' in a system characterised by a selective normality. Less judgmental is the term 'under-represented groups' which presupposes systemic or "collective rather than individual reasons for lack of entry into higher education" (Williams 1997). 

'Equal opportunity' is an essential component of 'access' vocabularies. All self-respecting institutions these days have policy statements on equal opportunity, though this hasn't prevented them from continuing to exclude disabled students or those from low-income backgrounds, nor from maintaining predominantly male, white management structures. So what does equal opportunity mean in practice? Interpretations, as indicated below, have moved through several phases, none of which has yet become extinct: 

For many years the accepted measure of equality of opportunity in higher education, was the firm application of the same rules to everyone, irrespective of socio-economic or cultural background, and with no recognition that this would exclude many with the potential to benefit. 

Subsequently there was a shift towards a symbolic model of equal opportunity, where limited numbers of 'outsiders' were allowed within the system, not by changing the rules, but by "making some special arrangements within them for a minority of 'non-traditional' participants - a well-intentioned practice, which however often served to legitimise and perpetuate inequitable systems." (Council of Europe 1996). 

More recently, it has been recognised that neither the application of 'equal' rules to those from different backgrounds, nor their location in a 'special' category outside the 'normal' rules, constitutes equality of opportunity. In an equitable system of higher education, the rules themselves must change. Equality of opportunity then becomes systemic, integral to a pluralistic culture, where 'special' provision for any group is unnecessary. 

'Social inclusion/social exclusion' have a broader and more international usage. They locate access to higher education within wider social, economic and political policy contexts, and can be applied to different or changing circumstances since the 'excluded' do not constitute any single defined group. The word 'exclusion' most accurately describes what is happening in higher education through disproportionate recruitment from the upper and middle classes. It also clearly locates responsibility on the system, rather than on those who are the victims of it. The "willingness to use the strong terminology of 'exclusion', instead of more euphemistic language, is indicative of a greater acceptance of the need for reform" (OECD 1999). More than any other, this phrase calls out for institutional and systemic change. 

In conclusion on this section, it is evident that the vocabularies of access and widening participation need to be closely watched and constantly challenged. They are valuable tools in the promotion or prevention of particular policies and practices.
Why do we need it? 

There are various answers to this question, but it is possible (allowing for various shades of grey in between) to group them into two basic policy positions about the reasons for under-representation. These derive from the following perceptions. 

The first is that under-representation is the result of individual inadequacy. Non-participation (non-completion) is because individuals are: 

· Not well enough motivated. 

· Not knowledgeable enough. 

· Not highly enough qualified. 

· Not ambitious enough. 

· Not well enough educated. 

· Not intelligent enough - to enter/succeed in higher education. 

From this perception, the purpose of widening participation is to rescue those (relatively few) endowed by nature with the capacity to benefit from higher education, but currently prevented from doing so by adverse cultural and/or socio-economic circumstances. Widening participation involves them in a process of academic and attitudinal change to ensure conformity with conventional higher education norms. 

The second perception is that the causes of under-representation are systemic. Certain social groups are under-represented because HE systems and institutions are: 

· Failing to provide them with adequate financial support. 

· Failing to identify their needs.
· Failing to target them. 

· Failing to provide them with appropriate information and guidance. 

· Failing to take account of their potential. 

· Unconcerned about demand creation where aspirations/expectations are low. 

· Failing to recruit them. 

· Associating lower socio-economic status with lower standards.
· Discriminating against under-represented groups. 

Those of the former conviction are not convinced of the necessity for any systemic change in higher education: those of the latter perceive it to be essential. Notions of what constitutes good practice in widening participation differ accordingly. 

In conclusion on this section, perspectives on widening participation need to shift from an emphasis on overcoming the failings of the individual, to an emphasis on overcoming the failings of the system. Higher education institutions have a dual role in widening participation – to help those from under-represented groups to counter the effects of socio-economic and educational disadvantage, and to provide a learning environment in higher education that enables them to realise their potential.

Who is it for? 

The 'Mixed Bag' Approach. One answer to this question is the 'mixed bag' approach to access, which jumbles together: unemployed people, low earners, single parents, ethnic minority groups, refugees, disabled people, women returners, and young people from disadvantaged backgrounds, under the collective label of 'non-standard' or 'non-traditional'. The assumption then is that strategies for widening participation by any one of these groups will prove as effective for all the others . "This assumption, combined with the historic tendency of those social groups already within the system, to benefit from opportunities designed for those who are not, puts this 'catch all' approach well down on any list of good practice." (CVCP 1998) 

Targeting particular groups is now more common, though the take-up on access programmes is scarcely ever 100% of those for whom they were designed. 

Who To Target? The answer to this question is in constant need of updating, thanks to the ongoing successes of widening participation strategies. HEI's are sometimes slow to keep up with these and may fail to distinguish between groups which were once and those that still are under-represented. For example, some access strategies still focus on mature students, or on part-time students, as though these groups are necessarily more under-privileged than younger or full-time students. 

As a brief check list, the following factors on their own are no longer barriers to participation: 

· gender 

· ethnic origin 

· age 

At undergraduate level - women, those from minority ethnic groups, and mature students are no longer under-represented overall, though this is still the case in particular subject areas and in some of the most prestigious HEI's. Above this level however, women and minority ethnic groups remain massively under-represented. They are significantly scarce at doctorate level, under 10% hold professorships, and as Vice-Chancellors, they are so rare as to have curiosity value. 

Two key factors:
· disability 

· socio-economic status 

remain as major barriers to participation, at undergraduate level and beyond. The first will soon be less of an obstacle, as the Disability Discrimination Act at last starts to affect HE. Socio-economic status will then remain the greatest single barrier. The participation gap between the most and the least affluent groups remains as wide as ever, with Social Classes 1 and II heavily over-represented, with over 60% of full-time undergraduate places, and Social Classes IV and V remaining significantly under-represented, with little more than 10%. Socio-economic status also combines with gender, ethnicity and age to produce distinct categories of under-representation, as for example, women from the Bangladeshi community. 

In conclusion on this section, widening participation strategies need to move away from what are now the soft targets of groups which are no longer under-represented, and to concentrate their energies and resources on those hard-to-crack barriers of disability and socio-economic status, which all the access efforts of the 20th century have failed to overcome.

How does it affect HEI's? 

Which HEI's? The answer to this is all of them, not just some of them. There is a view that only those institutions with a penchant for access (and/or those driven to it by falling numbers) should be involved, leaving those without the inclination (or the necessity), to concentrate on more important and more lucrative things. Such a stratification would leave a sector deeply divided along social class lines. Of course different HEI's will have different strategies for widening participation, but 'mission diversity' cannot be used to justify social exclusion, and continuing to recruit primarily from the upper and middle classes says more about discrimination than about diversity. 

What kind of higher education? The answer to this is – all kinds, whether part-time or full-time, graduate or post-graduate, and all subject areas. Recent proposals for two year associate/foundation degrees to be located mainly in further education colleges are to be encouraged for their potential to widen participation, but not as alternative and lower levels of higher education for the 'lower classes'. 

Institutional Change: While most institutions recognise that students from under-represented groups need to change to survive in an HE environment, fewer are prepared to accept that institutions also need to change. Change to meet the learning needs of access entrants is still resisted on the grounds of defending academic standards. Yet higher education institutions are already dynamic organisations, ready to respond to the diverse student needs of, for example, overseas students, or those from the business community. These groups however tend to be prized for the extra resources they bring, rather than feared as any threat to quality. 

A Strategic Approach: While most HEI's have for some time included references to access and widening participation in their Mission Statements, they are less likely to be carried through at strategic level, where the prioritisation of objectives and resources is required (HEFCE 1996b:27). HEFCE now however requires HEI's to provide strategic statements identifying their objectives and targets for widening participation and the extent to which these fit with the institution's wider corporate strategy (Circular letter 3/99). Widening participation strategies are expected to include targets for the admission and retention of under-represented groups, and are linked to the provision of HEFCE funds for widening participation. 

In conclusion on this section, progress needs to made in involving all HEI's in widening participation, and in ensuring that they are ready to meet the learning needs of those from currently excluded groups. The use of their new strategic statements to demonstrate and deliver a more inclusive higher education will require significant institutional changes over the next few years. Australian experiences have however already highlighted "the difficulties in institutionalising the ideals of access" (Williams 1997), and there is clearly still a long way to go.

What's the best way to do it? 

Without more recruitment and better retention of students from under-represented groups, widening participation cannot be achieved. HEI's have and are encouraged to have a diversity of strategies for achieving these objectives, and what is 'best' for one region or for one target group may not be as good for another. This section examines strategies around both recruitment and retention. 

Recruitment Strategies: These involve a range of activities, including targeting, preparatory courses, summer schools, guidance and counselling, outreach and marketing. Central to these and a vital strategic area if the student profile is to change, are admissions procedures and criteria. These are seen by HEI's as "both the most important factor affecting the success of their access strategies and the most difficult one to manage" (CVCP 1998). 

Progress so far is not encouraging, and it must be expected that "the power to define legitimate access to the most expensive and prestigious sector of publicly funded education" will continue to be contested (Williams 1997). Access applicants may receive: a backstairs promise that their application will be 'looked at favourably', the offer of a guaranteed interview, or a special conditional offer with a reduced points score. None of these is likely to inspire them with confidence, with the exception of the opportunity, currently provided by a few HEI's, to gain additional points through accredited pre-entry schemes. In a sector with considerable variation in the extent of centralisation of admissions policies, those where there is an institution-wide steer over admissions offer the greatest potential for change: those where admissions tutors have the most autonomy offer the least (CVCP 1998). 

Retention Strategies: Financial pressures, lack of continuity with their pre-entry learning environment, and an institutional culture not attuned to diversity, combine to make access entrants vulnerable to non-completion. Retention strategies also involve a variety of activities. The best of them seek to change the prevailing culture to meet the learning needs of access entrants: the worst do no more than seek to acclimatise them to conventional norms. 

Partnerships: Partnerships are generally in vogue as an essential to the delivery of effective widening participation strategies. The most successful involve a small number of closely-related partners, able to concentrate their resources wholly on their target groups, rather than dissipate them on costly bureaucratic structures. At best, partnerships provide continuity for students and a shared learning experience for staff, but they are not an end in themselves, and need closer scrutiny to ensure that collectively they are expanding participation rather than restricting it. 

In conclusion on this section, whatever widening participation strategies are used by HEI's, they will make little progress towards social inclusion, unless they can effectively challenge traditional approaches to admissions and to the conventional culture of higher education.

How do we measure success? 

By measuring strategies: In the late 20th century, success was most commonly measured in relation to the delivery of particular schemes for widening participation. We were for ever finding miracle cures in the form of modularisation, accreditation, consortia, flexible learning opportunities and the like, many of which were delivered very effectively, but none of which made any significant difference nationally to the persistent participation gap between the most and least affluent social groups. 

This effect was hardly noticed at the time, since most institutions' monitoring of the students coming through their access programmes was neither comprehensive nor systematic. The CVCP Good Practice Study (1998) found that even those access programmes specifically targeted towards lower socio-economic groups seldom kept any record of the socio-economic status of their students, and so were unable to demonstrate the effectiveness of their schemes in widening participation. 

By measuring outcomes: Improvements in the availability of student data particularly in respect of disability and socio-economic status has made the measurement of outcomes, in the form of applications, admissions and retention of students from under-represented groups, much easier. HEFCE now expects HEI's to set targets for the entry and retention of students from specified under-represented groups, and will monitor their performance in achieving them. At a local level, there are good examples (e.g. in Manchester University) of access schemes which involve longitudinal studies in tracking participants from school, through FE and into HE. 

Performance Indicators: The 1999 publication by HEFCE of the first Widening Participation Performance Indicators and HEIs' progress in meeting them marked a major step forward. The link between the 'access' indicators, which measure recruitment of lower socio-economic groups, and 'progression' is also encouraging. Questions remain about the use of 'Adjusted Sector Benchmarks', and their potential impact on widening participation. The use of subject areas and entry requirements to determine these benchmarks may help to perpetuate divisions between subjects and institutions in respect of the extent to which they involve students from under-represented groups. 

In conclusion on this section, the new emphasis on monitoring outcomes in the form of student entry and progression will provide for the first time a means of ensuring that access strategies really are meeting their objectives in widening participation.

What's the best way to fund it? 

Funding HEI's: HEFCE now provides funding through a mixture of methodologies, the merits and limitations of each of which are examined below: 

i) Funding widening participation projects: This was the standard method of funding in the late 20th century. 

Perceived merits: 
· funding is up front and concentrated in advance on strategies proposed by 

· HEI's, and approved and monitored by HEFCE. 

· it gives spending power and greater control to practitioners. 

· it encourages innovation and supports developmental work. 

Perceived limitations: 

· Funding is selective, short-term and unpredictable. 

· The bidding process is a costly one. 

· Strategies not outcomes are funded. 

· Payment is not contingent on success. 

· It fails to address the need to change the system. 

· Access is perceived as a fringe activity. The 'project culture' minimalises the strategic importance of changing the social class basis of higher education. 

ii) Allocating additional premium weightings for disabled students and those from less affluent areas. 

Perceived merits: 
· It rewards outcomes in the form of student entry and retention. 
· It thus provides tangible evidence of success. 

· There are no bidding costs. 
· Funding is non-competitive and is for all HEI's.

· It recognises the ongoing essential costs of meeting diverse student needs. 
· There are no time limits to it – thus long-term planning is encouraged. 

· Funding is linked directly to HEIs' access targets and strategic plans. 

· It leaves them with the autonomy to develop their own strategies. 

· It mainstreams resources for widening participation. 

Perceived limitations: 

· It won't encourage innovation. 

· Access staff will have less control and their expertise may be lost. 

· The setting of the weighting at 5% is too low to encourage some HEI's and does not take account of the actual additional costs involved. 

iii) Allocating additional student numbers 

Perceived merits: 

· Future expansion is linked to widening participation. 

· It is another mainstream approach to funding and also rewards outcomes. 

· It has a direct link with the additional premium weightings. 

· It encourages long-term planning for widening participation. 

· It is contingent on success in recruitment 

Perceived limitations: 

· Additional places e.g. for part-time provision, may not necessarily be taken up by students from under-represented groups. 

· A competitive bidding process is involved. 

· All HEI's will not benefit. 

iv) Funding Partnerships to initiate joint activity to improve progression for students from disadvantaged backgrounds 

Perceived merits: 

· It promotes collaboration. 

· It provides continuity of learning experience for students. 

· It encourages HEI's to strengthen their local and community role. 

Perceived limitations: 

· Funding is for strategies, not for outcomes. 

· It is not contingent on success in widening participation. 

· It involves a bidding process. 

· Partnerships can be very resource intensive. 
· Partnerships are very variable in their success in widening participation.

· Partnership restrictions may inhibit HEIs' own recruitment strategies. 

In conclusion on this section, the mixed package of funding currently provided by HEFCE may look like an attempt to please everyone. It is not yet clear whether the continuance of funding for strategies is long-term arrangement or a transitional phase, which will eventually result in a general shift to outcome-based funding. It is encouraging to see an increasing emphasis on achieving results, and funding linked to the success of HEI's in meeting their targets. It would be more encouraging still if the additional weighting was set at 5% only as a starting point, with an upward revision of this figure imminent and based on an in-depth assessment of additional costs. 

Funding Students: If HEI's are now being encouraged to think that they can afford wider participation, can the students themselves afford it? Since the major disadvantaged group is now distinguished by socio-economic status, funding low-income students is central to their inclusion. Currently we have a choice between the current system, and (in the absence of any comparable study for England) the one recently proposed by the Cubie Report. The differences are examined below. 

i) The current system tends to pauperise low-income students by: 

· The loss of rights to grants and benefits. The abolition of maintenance grants was seen as the 'negative targeting' of low-income students, who were the only ones to be affected by it. They are also affected the most by the various financial penalties for studying, including loss of unemployment benefit, housing benefit and lone parent support. 

· Shifting resources to the 'Access' funds which can never help to widen participation since students cannot rely on support from this source in advance. Instead they are encouraged to compete with each other post-entry in a 19th century style process of making a convincing case for their poverty. 

· Making long hours of low-paid work a necessity, with no protection for those under the age of 22 by any minimum wage legislation. 

· The option of higher debt levels –a form of funding which is far from neutral in relation to social-class, gender or diverse cultures. 

ii) The Cubie model is distinguished by: 

· Equity, with funding in inverse proportion to ability to pay, and a greater contribution expected from higher income groups. 

· Inclusivity, covering all aspects of student poverty, whether the students are lone parents, disabled, young, mature, 16+, under-graduate or postgraduate. 

· Efficiency, involving compatibility between HE and FE student funding and the benefits system. 

· Preventing poverty by shifting funding from 'Access' funds to bursaries. 

In conclusion on this section, providing resources for HEI's to recruit and retain low-income students will not be enough to widen participation unless backed by adequate financial support for the students themselves. 
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