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1. Introduction and Context
This Social Mobility through Higher Education topic briefing on Engaging Adults is published by Action on Access, the national widening participation co-ordination team. This document draws on policy documents, information and research, as well as our thematic review
 of 129 Widening Participation Strategic Assessments (WPSAs) prepared by English higher education institutions (HEIs) in 2009
.  The review provides an extensive and rich source of data from across the sector; it is available from http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=19_4. 

This topic briefing is intended to provide an overview of how institutions are engaging with adults. It also explores the implications and approaches institutions might wish to consider to assist them with further development in this area.
In the higher education (HE) context ‘adults’ is a term used in various ways. At its simplest it refers to students who are 21 years or over at the time of admission to HE. It may also refer to students who have not participated in formal education for some time, those who lack traditional entry qualifications and students based in the community or workplace. Adults per se are not a widening participation target group, and thus care needs to be taken in identifying appropriate adults to target in the context of a widening participation strategy as distinct from a recruitment strategy (this is discussed in section 3.1. below).

The focus of much national and institutional policy and practice to widen participation in HE over the last decade or more has been primarily on young people up to the age of 30. The coalition government does not have a target for widening participation but it has identified improving social mobility as a priority
, and it is emphasising the value of part-time, flexible, employer-driven provision which is aimed at adults and delivered locally. The recent Skills for Sustainable Growth White Paper
 offers Lifelong Learning Accounts for adults and significantly increases the numbers of apprenticeships for adults with improved progression to HE and higher level skills. It also has ambitions to improve progression from further education (FE) to HE and points to an increase in the significance of HE in FE colleges. 
Although the WPSAs were prepared during the period when the focus was more explicitly on younger learners, they provide considerable insight into how HEIs are engaging adults. They indicate that HE provision for adults takes place in a number of contexts and modes, including: employer- and work-based learning and skills development; interventions and approaches that support economic and social regeneration in specific locale, and community- and neighbourhood-based activities which are often facilitated through community, voluntary and faith groups. In the context of the financial challenges which face HE, this briefing aims to look at the experience which institutions have of working with adults and examine how the impact of this work can be evidenced to identify gaps and to offer some help in further developing this area of work. 

2. Overview of How Institutions are Engaging Adults in Higher Education
The WPSAs identify that ‘adults’ are a widening participation target group within 69 (53%) HEIs; this includes a wide range of institutional types. Activity is characterised by interventions aimed at employer engagement and work-related learning, or engagement with and through communities. Much of the work is undertaken collaboratively through partnerships involving employers, FE colleges, regional skills bodies, Lifelong Learning Networks and local community groups such as sport, arts and faith organisations. Efforts to engage adults in HE include and relate to approaches to the provision of more flexible learning, which is discussed more in the Action on Access topic briefing Social Mobility through Higher Education: Flexible Learning
.
The most significant group of adults referred to in the WPSAs is of those in employment, with some institutions making a direct connection between this group and national widening participation target groups, for example:
“A growing segment of our student population who are first in the family to enter HE is that of employees. Perhaps the biggest single recent development in our inclusive participation strategy has been the increase in our employer-focussed HE provision. This work engages employed students who would not have otherwise become involved in higher education.” (Quote from institutional WPSA)
And similarly:
“Considerable efforts are being made to encourage people in employment to undertake HE courses. Within this target population are many who have not previously engaged in HE and who may need advice, encouragement and support to do so for the first time. This has become a new widening participation target group for the University.” (Quote from institutional WPSA)
Some institutions have a long tradition of adult community engagement growing out of ‘extra-mural’ programmes which in recent decades have been delivered by continuing education or lifelong learning departments. One, for example, runs short courses in local communities in the region, often in relatively deprived areas. Another offers free community-based modules to adult learners across the region, from which adults progress into credit-bearing courses, and the HEI also supports a number of community learning forums. The Lifelong Learning Centre at one university works in partnership with other organisations to target people in low participation neighbourhoods, offering information, advice and guidance, and curriculum-based taster activities, which together enable adults to progress on to a range of pre-entry preparatory courses and university programmes. 

The challenge of targeting adults in local communities has been heightened by government funding policies as indicated by one university which observed that:
“The continuing decline of funding of adult learning has continued to restrict the possibility of progression into higher level learning…..we will work with schools and communities ….and offer a smaller but consolidated progression pathway around our [three local] centres.” (Quote from institutional WPSA)
Contributing to local and regional social and economic regeneration is a strand of activity in over 20% of HEIs; this is especially prevalent where institutions are located in geographical areas that have high rates of economic decline, social challenges and low rates of HE participation. Such areas include those whose traditional heavy industries have declined but also include rural and coastal areas with high levels of unemployment and whose residents have low skills. It is significant that a number of new HE campuses are in coastal towns. Partnerships are again important, for example, with regional skills agencies, local authorities and FE colleges. A focus on social and economic regeneration incorporates a commitment to attracting more adults, as well as young people, into HE.
3. Implications for Institutions
This section is aimed at institutions that wish to expand their work with adults generally, and particularly as part of their widening participation strategy, by considering what approaches they need to develop.
3.1. Identifying Learners

Policy guidance, research and the WPSAs identify the importance of defining target groups
 explicitly to widen participation effectively, and this means moving beyond the broad notion of ‘adults’. Mature learners, identified by 54% of institutions as a specific target group, are a diverse group and may not necessarily coincide with accepted definitions of widening participation. There is some evidence in the WPSAs to indicate that institutions are equating ‘adults’ with widening participation. Institutions are sometimes challenged about the extent to which their interventions are intended to, or do, reach widening participation target groups and examples include ‘professionals in work’, and students over the age of 25. Many institutions are successfully attracting adults but this does not necessarily mean they are reaching the most disadvantaged learners. Conversely, a minority of institutions do make it clear that through working, for example, with Regional Development Agencies and employers to meet local skills deficiencies, they are targeting adults with low skills in employment and in low participation neighbourhoods. The target group(s) should be defined within the institutional context as the nature of the adults recruited will have an impact across the institution (as discussed below) in relation to curriculum contents, delivery, assessment, student support, etc. It may be valuable to analyse institutional data to identify groups that could be targeted and examine comparative rates of success in HE. Recruiting adults may contribute to other institutional priorities, while the focus of the WPSAs should be on widening participation.

3.2. Understanding Need

To engage adult learners and enable them to access and succeed in HE, the institutional offer needs to be appropriate
 including curriculum contents, qualification, mode of study, organisation of learning, place of delivery, etc. It is therefore important that the institution understands the HE aspirations and expectations of the target adult population. This may involve undertaking local market research and institutional analysis, utilising local and regional data, and academic research. Recent academic research
 draws attention to the danger of stereotyping the learning needs of adults and assuming a preference for vocationally relevant programmes.  Alison Fuller and colleagues undertook a research project with adults who are qualified to enter HE but who have not done so. The study discovered that many of these adults have economic and employment stability, so “the non-economic benefits of participation may need to come more to the fore in the policy discourse than in the past when the positive economic returns to a university degree featured most strongly in appeals to increase and diversify the HE population” (p.140-1). The study also considered the influence that younger family members who participate in HE can have on older members; parents can be cynical about the impact of HE on employability if their children have not entered into well-paid graduate employment. This suggests a need to question assumptions about the learning preferences of adults. In order for institutions to make progress on both lifelong learning and widening participation it is therefore essential to develop an understanding of an institution’s targeted adult learners’ preferences, and this may include emphasising the wider benefits of learning, and delivering learning in flexible ways
.
3.3. A Partnership Approach

The WPSAs highlight the importance of partnerships in developing and sustaining work with adults. At the strategic level, institutions should therefore consider the types of organisations they should be working with, and at an operational level identify the most appropriate partners to help achieve their widening participation goals with respect to adults. For example, in the field of work-related provision and vocational progression the WPSAs identified the importance of Lifelong Learning Networks, sector skills councils, regional skills organisations, partner FE colleges, private training providers, some large employers and employer consortia, and trade unions (Union Learn), all of which facilitate access to work-based learners. However, as the economic and political context changes, other partners may be more appropriate. Similarly for community-based work, FE colleges, and faith, sports and arts organisations have all supported HEI’s engagement in neighbourhood settings. The WPSAs identified different approaches to collaboration, including building on the work of student volunteering programmes in local neighbourhoods.
3.4. Information Advice and Guidance (IAG)

Access to IAG is crucial for adult learners but such support is not currently universally available and is not well understood (although a national, all-age careers service is on the horizon). Institutions, in partnership with other IAG providers in the region, are crucial in ensuring that systems are in place to signpost potential adult students. Clear information about progression pathways, admissions requirements, and financial supports form a central part of what is required. WPSAs refer to the importance of partnerships with Aimhigher and Lifelong Learning Networks in the provision of guidance and the development of progression agreements and pathways, especially for vocational learners. These arrangements however will need to be replaced with new collaborative arrangements for the next academic year and beyond.
3.5. Admissions

Adults will not necessarily be educated to level three, and/or may not hold the same entry qualifications as younger students. Institutions were required to include a high-level admissions policy within their WPSA and the WPSAs provided a number of examples of specific programmes that enable adults without formal qualifications to access HE. For example, part-time Access courses and introductory modules, often developed in partnership with community and other organisations, and delivered off-campus. The Supporting Professionalism in Admissions (SPA) programme recommends that institutions make use of the accreditation of prior experience and learning (APEL) to facilitate the admission of students without traditional qualifications. However, only five institutions mention the use of APEL within their WPSAs. SPA good practice guidance states: 
“The institution should have in place a range of policies covering the accreditation of prior learning (APL), including both the accreditation of prior certificated learning (APCL) and the accreditation of prior experience and learning (APEL). This will assist potential applicants in understanding what, if any, standing or recognition can be given to other qualifications and experience, and also what steps they should take to have qualifications and experience recognised.” (SPA, 2010
)
3.6. Curriculum Organisation, Contents, Pedagogy and Support

The appropriateness and accessibility of the present curriculum offer to adults is important. The WPSAs highlighted the provision of bite-sized modules within a framework of progression as being particularly attractive to employers and employees. Part-time provision which meets the needs of adults in work or with family commitments, accelerated degrees, distance and flexible learning and locally available provision at the work place or in an FE partner college are all identified as important in making provision available to adults
. The curriculum offer should also meet the local and regional skills needs, and partnerships with employers, sector skills councils, and regional skills bodies are important for this. The National Apprenticeship Service is another organisation with a regional structure which can support and advise institutions. Many institutions are developing programmes, such as foundation degrees, which increasingly consist of a significant proportion of work-based learning and assessment.

Adult students enter HE with wider life experiences to draw on but they may also have alternative or no entry qualifications. It is therefore necessary to develop a pedagogy that draws on latent knowledge without making assumptions about previous learning, builds students’ confidence, plugs any skills gaps and enables adults to integrate into the HE community and build a HE learner identity. Student-centred, collaborative pedagogies may be particularly valuable as they allow students to work with peers and develop supportive friendship networks
, and to draw on their experience to construct more meaningful engagement with their learning
.
The availability of support for adult learners, especially those who are part-time and perhaps also work-based, is crucial and many institutions are experienced in meeting the needs of these learners through their central support services. Academic staff may however need support in understanding the learning needs of new groups of students, for example, apprentices. Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) data indicates that adults have lower rates of retention and recent work by Action on Access
 finds that student engagement is central to improved retention, especially for learners who have family and work commitments. This points to the need for better engagement throughout the academic experience, especially more student-centred learning and the integration of the development of student capabilities into the core curriculum.

In the WPSAs there is limited attention paid to the implications for learning and teaching of the recruitment of diverse student groups. In the context of adults, the focus is predominantly on widening access, and there is less evidence of attention to their different learning needs, despite lower rates of retention and completion by adults at the national level.
3.7. Measuring and Evidencing Success

In general, measuring and evidencing success is the most differentiated area in the WPSAs, including in relation to work with adults. There are many aspirational statements about, for example, engaging with employers and targeting adults from lower socio-economic groups and other under-represented groups, but clear targets and appropriate measures of impact assessment are rarely offered. Specific issues include:

· Lack of clarity about whether interventions to attract adults to participate in HE are reaching potential students who could be classified as a widening participation target group.
· Little or no evidence about whether targeted interventions are resulting in more adult students from widening participation groups being recruited to HE.
· Uncertainty about whether evidence exists to support claims about the characteristics of adult students recruited, for example: “[Our] tailored programmes for employees …have seen over 3000 mature students study with the College in the last 10 years, many without any prior HE career.”
· Limited institutional tracking and data analysis of the retention, progression, achievement, completion and success of adult students in HE in comparison with other groups (e.g. young students, full-time learners, those not studying in the workplace or other off-site locations). Interrogation of data by one institution revealed that students from some widening participation target groups, including mature learners and those with non-standard entry qualifications, are under-achieving compared to their peers.











It is clear from the WPSAs that some institutions are able to collect appropriate data or have access to such data and the full WPSA report
 provides some details and examples. As well as internal and national data sets, including HESA and POLAR (participation of local areas) data, institutions have also made use of Aimhigher and Lifelong Learning Network data sets to track access to HE. Other data sets could also be used, such as from the National Apprenticeship Service. 
4. Reflective Questions

The following reflective questions are intended to assist institutions to critically review their work designed to engage adults successfully in HE.

1. Which group(s) of adult learners does the institution want to target as part of its widening participation strategy? How are target groups communicated and implemented? 
2. What types of organisation does the HEI need to work in partnership with to reach these learners and enable them to participate successfully in HE? 
3. How can the institution ensure that targeted learners have access to appropriate information, advice, guidance, and support to access and succeed in HE?
4. Are the curriculum organisation, contents and pedagogies appropriate for a diverse student cohort including the targeted adult population?
5. Are admissions policies and staff capacity, including recognition of a range of qualifications and APEL processes, appropriate to enable adults to gain access to the institution?
6. Are student services accessible to adult learners?
7. Are systems in place for tracking adult learners into and through HE?

6. Action on Access Resources

6.1 Other Relevant Topic Briefings

The following topic briefings in the social mobility series, to be published shortly, may also be of interest:
· Social Mobility through Higher Education: Mainstreaming Widening Participation and Equality in Institutions
· Social Mobility through Higher Education: Flexible Learning 

· Social Mobility through Higher Education: Linking Equality and Diversity with Widening Participation
· Social Mobility through Higher Education: the Role of Targeting
· Social Mobility through Higher Education: the Role of Admissions
· Social Mobility through Higher Education: Promoting the Success of All Students

6.2 WPSA Reports
The full review of HEI WPSAs is available to download in Word or PDF format from the Action on Access website at: http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=19_4
6.3 Mainstreaming and Sustaining Widening Participation in Institutions

In 2008 Action on Access designed and delivered a twelve-month programme for institutional teams to mainstream and sustain widening participation. Institutions undertook a wide range of work broadly covering a review of their current situation, developing the strategic framework, embedding mechanisms to engage staff and using data, evaluation and research to underpin the process. The report from this programme and a reflective checklist are available on the Action on Access website at: http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=11
6.4 Action on Access Helpdesk

The Action on Access practitioner Helpdesk answers higher education-related, widening participation, equality, diversity or disability queries. If you have a question, email: help@actiononaccess.org, telephone: 01695 650 870, or textphone: 01695 650 874.
7. Authors

Professor Liz Thomas and John Harvey were the main authors of this topic briefing.
� Thomas, L., Storan, J., Wylie, V., Berzins, K., Harley, P., Linley, R., and Rawson, A. (2010) Review of Widening Participation Strategic Assessments 2009. Ormskirk: Action on Access, available from �HYPERLINK "http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=19_4" \t "_blank"�http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=19_4�


� The review is of the 129 WPSAs from English HEIs, but it excludes the WPSAs completed by further education colleges.  Details of the WPSA analysis are contained in the report, but it should be noted that in our review we are reporting what institutions tell us in their WPSAs. In reality there may be additional information that institutions have not reported and, furthermore, implementation may not necessarily be the same as is implied in the WPSAs.


� Following the direction of the previous Labour government, in particular the New Opportunities White Paper, Fair Chances for the Future, CAB/001/09, January 2009. Available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.hmg.gov.uk/media/9102/NewOpportunities.pdf" �http://www.hmg.gov.uk/media/9102/NewOpportunities.pdf� 


� Skills for Sustainable Growth, November 2010, DBIS. Available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/biscore/further-education-skills/docs/s/10-1274-skills-for-sustainable-growth-strategy.pdf" �http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/biscore/further-education-skills/docs/s/10-1274-skills-for-sustainable-growth-strategy.pdf� 


� The Action on Access topic briefing Social Mobility through Higher Education: Flexible Learning is available from �HYPERLINK "http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=11_1"�http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=11_1�


�The Action on Access topic briefing Social Mobility through Higher Education: the Role of Targeting  available at: �HYPERLINK "http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=11_1"�http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=11_1�


� Thomas, L. and Tight, M. (Eds) (2011) Institutional transformation to engage a diverse student body. Bingley: Emerald Books


� Fuller, A. and Heath, S., (2010) Educational decision-making, social networks and the new widening participation, in David, M. (Ed) Improving learning by widening participation in higher education. London: Routledge


�The Action on Access topic briefing Social Mobility through Higher Education: Flexible Learning is available at: �HYPERLINK "http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=11_1"�http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=11_1�


� SPA, Good Practice Statement on the Admission of Part-time Students, 2010. Available from � HYPERLINK "http://www.spa.ac.uk/good-practice/part-time.html" �http://www.spa.ac.uk/good-practice/part-time.html�. The SPA programme was established in 2006 and works closely with HEIs, schools and colleges and other stakeholders on the continuing development of fair admissions and good practice in admissions, student recruitment and widening participation across the UK HE sector.


� The Action on Access topic briefing Social Mobility through Higher Education: Flexible Learning is available at: �HYPERLINK "http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=11_1"�http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=11_1�


� This has been found to be particularly important by the What Works? Student retention and success programme, further information: � HYPERLINK "http://www.actiononaccess.org/retention" �www.actiononaccess.org/retention� 


� Ramsden, P. (2003) Learning to teach in higher education (2nd Ed). London: Routledge Falmer


�  What Works? Student retention and success programme, further information: � HYPERLINK "http://www.actiononaccess.org/retention" �www.actiononaccess.org/retention� 


� Thomas, L., Storan, J., Wylie, V., Berzins, K., Harley, P., Linley, R. and Rawson, A. (2010) Review of widening participation strategic assessments 2009.  Ormskirk: Action on Access, available from �HYPERLINK "http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=19_4" \t "_blank"�http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=19_4�





1

