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[bookmark: _1._Introduction][bookmark: _1._Introduction_and]1. Introduction and Context

This Social Mobility through Higher Education topic briefing on Aligning Widening Participation and Equality is published by Action on Access, the national widening participation co-ordination team. This briefing arises out of our thematic review of 129 institutional Widening Participation Strategic Assessments (WPSAs) prepared by English higher education institutions (HEIs) in 2009[footnoteRef:1]. 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 briefing is set within the context of the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE)’s review of its policy as it relates to disabled students (2009)[footnoteRef:2] which recommended mainstreaming disability equality; the Browne review on the funding of higher education (2010)[footnoteRef:3]; the most recent comprehensive spending review (2010)[footnoteRef:4]; and the introduction of the new Equality Act 2010[footnoteRef:5] and the Specific Duties Regulations 2011 came into force on 10 September 2011 (End Note [endnoteRef:1].) [1:  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.]  [2:  HEFCE 2009/49 Outcomes of HEFCE review of its policy as it relates to disabled students, available from http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2009/09_49/]  [3:  November 2010 Securing a sustainable future for higher education. An independent review of higher education funding and student finance in England, available from 
  http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/hereview.independent.gov.uk/hereview/report/                           ]  [4:  HM Treasury (2010) Spending Review 2010, cm 7942, available from http://cdn.hm-treasury.gov.uk/sr2010_completereport.pdf]  [5:  Equality Act 2010, available from http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents]  [1: End Note
. The Equality Act 2010/ Specific Duties Regulations 2011 came into force on 10 September 2011. The Equality Duty applies across Great Britain to the public bodies listed in Schedule 19 of the Act, and to any other organisation when it is carrying out a public function. The Government believes that public bodies should be accountable to their service users.

The ‘specific duties’ aim to help public bodies perform their Equality Duty. These require public bodies to be transparent about how they are responding to their Equality Duty – requiring them to publish relevant information, showing compliance with the Equality Duty, and to set equality objectives.  Publishing the process of decision-making and the equality data which underpins those decisions will therefore give the public the information they need; to challenge public bodies and hold them to account for their performance on equality.  

It is recommended that, for clarity, reference should be made to the Equality and Human Rights Commission guidance for those responsible for implementing the equality duty in public authorities subject to the duty.   See: http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/about-us/
] 


The WPSA guidance[footnoteRef:6] makes explicit reference to the equality legislation which was in force at the time (i.e. prior to the Equality Act 2010), and suggests that institutions should take this into account when developing their WPSAs: [6:  HEFCE 2009/01 Request for widening participation strategic assessments. Bristol: HEFCE, available from http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2009/09_01/] 


“As a public body, HEFCE has published a Single Equality Scheme. The scheme is intended for use in all aspects of HEFCE’s work including as guidance for the HE sector to make equality and fair treatment, irrespective of race, gender, disability, sexual orientation, age, religion or belief, an underpinning theme in the development, delivery and refinement of its services.  Three pieces of legislation which contain positive duties are central to our Equality Scheme. These are:

• the Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000
• the Disability Discrimination Act 2005
• the Equality Act 2006.

These laws impose positive duties on all public bodies to eliminate discrimination and to promote race, disability and gender equality in everything that they do. In developing widening participation strategic assessments, institutions will need to have due regard to the positive duties contained in the statutory legislation concerning race, disability and gender and the discrimination legislation referring to sexual orientation, religion or belief and age”. (HEFCE 2009, paragraphs 21-24)

Furthermore, the new Equality Act (2010) requires public bodies to ensure that those groups with protected characteristics are treated equally and are not discriminated against.  There are eight protected characteristics of people who use services: 

· Disability
· Sex (gender)
· Gender reassignment  
· Pregnancy and maternity 
· Race 
· Religion or belief 
· Sexual orientation 
· Age (over 18s only).

Some of these groups are already included in HEFCE targeting guidance[footnoteRef:7], but not all.  For example, disabled students are an established target group for widening participation.  HEFCE’s Equality Scheme 2011-14[footnoteRef:8] notes a provisional desire for socio-economic status (SES) to be considered as part of its Equality Scheme, (although this is not evident in the draft presented for consultation). [7:   HEFCE 2007/12 Guidance for Aimhigher partnerships and higher education providers, available from http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2007/07_12/]  [8:  HEFCE 2011/15 HEFCE Equality Scheme 2011-2014 Draft for consultation available from http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2011/11_15/] 


The preparation of an institutional WPSA provides the opportunity for an institution to reflect on how they enable disabled students in particular, and others from Equality groups and with protected characteristics, to access and succeed in higher education and to ensure that they are complying with equality legislation and recruiting a high quality and diverse student body which is able to maximise its success in HE. 

This topic briefing:

· Describes the ways in which institutions are aligning equality with widening participation and discusses ways in which there could be greater alignment between these related but separate agendas
· Offers some reflective questions to assist HEIs to align widening participation and equality.

[bookmark: _2._Overview_of]2. Overview of how Institutions are Aligning Widening Participation and Equality

This section of the Briefing reviews how institutions are aligning and integrating widening participation and equality at the strategic and operational levels.  It draws on the key sections of the WPSAs as laid out broadly in the WPSA guidance and discussed in detail in the Action on Access WPSA thematic review.

2.1 Strategic approach to equality
Institutions have a clearly stated commitment to and understanding of widening participation, but they are less explicit with regard to equality in general. This is perhaps surprising, given that when WPSAs were prepared it was anticipated that the forthcoming Equality Act would impose a legal duty on public bodies to consider the impact their strategic decisions will have on narrowing socio-economic inequalities, such as the gap between rich and poor, as well as on other Equality groups. It would therefore have been forward-thinking for institutions to make greater links between their work intended to widen access to HE and improve student success in HE and policies to promote equality and diversity, and thus to promote greater equality of opportunity and outcomes in anticipation of this Act.  Furthermore, given that the WPSA is intended to assess an institution’s achievements across the student lifecycle with regard to student access and success, it would be logical to make use of equality impact assessments and to combine expertise.  There are references to equality impact assessments, but the majority of institutions have not used this tool to improve the quality of their widening participation work.

More specifically, 127 HEIs (98%) state in their WPSAs that they target disabled students as part of the widening participation strategy, and 109 (84%) target BME students.  However, only 68 institutions (53%) make an explicit link between their WPSA and their equality and diversity strategy.  It is not necessarily surprising that other Equality groups and protected characteristics are not widely targeted for outreach activity, but it would be appropriate to use these characteristics, together with widening participation ones, to monitor the retention and achievement of the student population.  BME students are identified as a specific group in relation to retention and attainment, as discussed below.

2.2 Pre-entry activity
While all HEIs engage in a wide range of activities with schools and colleges pre-entry to raise aspirations, achievement and progression to HE, relatively few institutions discuss how they engage students from Equality groups, including disabled students who are, of course, a widening participation group targeted by 98% of HEIs.  Where information is provided the approaches are similar to those for students from lower socio-economic groups, for example:

“Increased liaison with feeder schools and organisations of disabled people to promote applications from disabled people particularly from underrepresented groups such as those with hearing and visual impairments and further develop the work with [organisation name] to promote participation from students with Asperger’s Syndrome”.

A number of institutions discuss using disabled students as ambassadors, or widening participation champions, to support pre-entry work.  For example, one HEI has developed the "This-Ability" Student Ambassador Scheme, which is open to university students with disabilities.  The disabled student ambassadors have engaged in a range of activities, including:

· Information sessions for disabled pupils in schools/colleges regarding the Disabled Students’ Allowance and the Disability Discrimination Act
· Disability Awareness sessions in schools/colleges with staff, Connexions personal advisers and non-disabled peers
· Development and provision of free resources for disabled students.

Similarly, limited information about the detail of outreach with Equality groups in general, and disabled students in particular, is presented about the work undertaken with further education colleges.   One institution provides information about how the lifelong learning network which it is part of interacts with Hereward College, which is a national Further Education College that specialises in meeting the needs of learners with disabilities. It is looking to develop progression arrangements for learners at the College who are able to achieve at Level 3 but find it difficult to produce the volume of Level 3 credits traditionally required by HEIs for progression.  Thus, although  ‘disabled students’ is the most frequently cited target group in the WPSAs (127 institutions or 98%), there is not much information about how institutions enable these students to access HE, and less about the support provided for this group at other stages of the student lifecycle.  This is of concern, given that the need for institutions to target disabled learners pre-entry is likely to expand to fill the gap left in the wake of the ending of the Aimhigher programme in July 2011.  In addition, there is virtually no information provided in WPSAs about approaches used by institutions to engage potential students from other Equality groups and with protected characteristics.   This is perhaps surprising given the legal entitlements of these groups.

2.3. Admissions 
The majority of institutions (115, 89%) make an explicit link to their undergraduate admissions process, although often only an implicit reference to widening participation. Disabled students are sometimes identified as a specific group with regard to admissions.  References to other Equality groups are less frequent and more cursory, taking the form of, ‘We do not discriminate against applicants on the basis of…’ and providing a long list of Equality groups and/or protected characteristics, but no further information.  For example, a statement such as this is fairly typical:

“The institution aims to ensure a high quality customer-service that is empathetic, supportive and accessible, and ensures that no prospective or existing student is discriminated against on the grounds of age, colour, creed, disability, ethnic origin, gender, HIV/AIDS status, marital or parental status, nationality, political belief, race, sexual orientation or socio-economic status”.

With regard to the admission of disabled students, institutional approaches include:

· Encouraging disabled students to disclose
· Taking advice from institutional specialists
· Offering disabled applicants information and support
· Assessing the needs of disabled applicants
· Using an interview or panel to assess the suitability of disabled applicants
· Monitoring and reviewing applicants, offers and acceptances against a range of equality indicators
· Staff training on equality issues.

Combining a range of these approaches suggests a more comprehensive approach to enabling disabled students to successfully apply to HE; for example one institution lists the following ways in which they work with disabled applicants:

· Student Services Assessment Centre supports applicants declaring a disability
· Central department and the academic staff engage in ongoing dialogue with students to ensure individuals have sufficient relevant information
· Securing specialist services to support academic study and assessment
· Support in providing specially adapted student accommodation.

Another institution says:

“The University is committed to its duties under the Disability Discrimination Act as it recognises the benefits of holistic assessment thus providing students with a disability the opportunity to demonstrate their achievements and potential and enjoy equal access to the University’s courses.  In all cases the Admissions Office screens applications for declarations of disabilities and will communicate with the applicants to obtain additional information and consent to use of the information for the purposes of a fully informed decision on their suitability for the programme and any support requirements they may have.

The Disability and Academic Skills Co-ordinator will liaise with the applicant regarding their particular needs. If, for exceptional reasons, the University is unable to meet those needs, or can only do so by compromising the learning experience, which will disadvantage the applicant, then the University will inform the applicant.  The Disability and Academic Skills Co-ordinator will maintain contact with applicants to ensure that equipment and/or residential needs and preparation (including further visits) is provided in advance.

No applicant judged academically suitable for a course should be refused admission on the grounds of disability without compelling and legally defensible reasons.  Thus, academic offers will normally be made in advance of all requirements being identified and, as such, are subject to the University and the applicant being able to agree on the reasonable adjustments required.”

Another institution is able to report a very positive picture with regard to the number of applications to HE from disabled people in the area:  a 49% increase, and a 23% increase in acceptances by HEIs in the area between 2002 and 2007. Furthermore, they have a similar story in terms of ethnicity, with a marked increase in applications and acceptances from local black and minority ethnic communities: a 41.5% increase in applications for these groups compared with the local area’s average increase in applications of 28.6%. The rate of acceptances for such applicants has risen even more markedly, with 35% of BME applications being accepted against an average for the local area’s residents of 24%.

Collecting and examining institutional data on applications, offers and acceptances in relation to all widening participation and equality target groups, and comparing this against local and national populations and the performance of other HEIs, provides useful insight into institutional performance.  It might therefore be useful for institutions to consider a single data collection and review process, covering all WP and equality target groups, to assess their absolute and relative performance in this area, and improvements over time.

2.4 Induction
While institutions are taking a more strategic approach to induction, and recognising it as a process rather than an event which needs to develop students’ capacity to be successful in HE, Equality groups are most likely not to be mentioned, or some specific groups are singled out for special treatment as opposed to being catered for within the mainstream induction process. However, there are few examples of institutions integrating equality and diversity practices into an inclusive induction process. 

A number of universities identify disabled students, those with learning disabilities, mature students and young people from care as specific groups which receive separate activities during the induction period, for example:

“The University will increase the range of activities offered to students with disabilities, such as tailored campus visits, pre-induction and induction-week programmes, and build on existing support offered by academic Schools.”

A more inclusive approach is to ensure that the induction process meets the needs of all students, including those who have not disclosed specific characteristics.  One institution provides an excellent example of this:

“Key to this approach to transition has been to focus on understanding what students need to help them engage effectively and then provide appropriate steps to ensure this takes place. A new induction framework has been approved for students entering in September 2009 by Learning and Teaching Committee. The key focus of this framework is inclusivity within a holistic framework and in line with commitments within the Disability Equality Scheme, a comprehensive process of equality impact assessment will be undertaken to ensure that the needs of underrepresented groups are considered.”

2.5 Learning, teaching and curriculum development
There is growing awareness of the link between widening participation and learning and teaching (L&T), and that inclusive institutions proactively welcome and accommodate all learners without needing to make additional changes to the curriculum contents and pedagogy.  There are however relatively few examples of how institutions are putting this into practice.  Given that the focus of the WPSAs is primarily widening participation it is perhaps not surprising that there is relatively little said about equality issues in the classroom.  The WPSA however provides an opportunity to note ways in which the institution’s learning and teaching strategy responds to student diversity and promotes equity and the success of all students.  A few institutions provide some specific examples:

“The University has invested considerable, targeted, effort into developing a learner-focused curriculum, for example, problem-based learning in Medicine, Dentistry, Health and the Conceive, Design, Implement and Operate Initiative (CDIO) in Engineering. These approaches, by virtue of their student-centred focus, enhance student learning. It is clear also that when diversity is taken into account when planning the learning experience, all students benefit.”

This institution believes that building equality and diversity into the curriculum design and delivery improves the learning experience for all.  A couple of institutions have used learning and teaching to address the under-achievement of black and minority ethnic groups (see below).

A limited number of HEIs discuss the process of curriculum audit or review to consider equality and diversity issues, either in relation to design or outcomes. For example, one university is undertaking a one-off, evidence-informed review of the curriculum, including identifying data “to be made available to departments prior to review, which could be used to analyse both the performance of different modules within a programme and the patterns of attainment of certain identified groups taking the programme.”

The WPSAs identified a trend towards personal tutoring to improve student transition, retention and satisfaction.   There is little information about how the entitlements of Equality groups are fulfilled.  One HEI is ensuring that learning agreements for students in receipt of the Disabled Students’ Allowance are disseminated to, and used by, teaching and support staff who work closely with each student.

HEIs might consider developing Continuing Professional Development to ensure the availability of specifically trained members of staff in both academic and pastoral roles, preferably with personal experience or substantial acquired knowledge, to effectively communicate and empathise with all Equality groups.

A few institutions provide details of staff development that is provided to enable academic staff to meet the needs and interests of a wide diversity of learners:

“The Faculty also engages in research into inclusive practice and aims to offer CPD and initial education and training to specific members of the workforce who themselves work with children, young people and adults from traditionally low participation communities. The Faculty houses the University's Autism Centre, which has a specific focus on supporting the needs of those on the Autistic Spectrum who progress to the University. Staff have developed a range of materials to support such learners and disseminate these nationally. This group is part of the Department for Education, Children and Inclusion which also runs provision aimed at those who work with children and young people with disabilities. The Centre for Education and Inclusion Research is involved in a number of research projects investigating approaches to and barriers for young people and adults from low participation communities wishing to progress to HE.”

There is scope in the WPSAs for institutions to provide more information about initial and continuing professional development offered to HE staff to enable them to teach inclusively and provide effective support to all students.

2.6 Retention, progression and degree attainment
Our analysis of the WPSAs finds strong commitment across HEIs to enabling students to be successful in HE: 117 of the HEIs (91%) linked retention to their WPSA, and 19 discussed a formal retention strategy.  A key challenge is the extent to which specific groups should be identified and targeted for retention support, versus mainstreaming developments to benefit all students.  This is a tension recognised by HEFCE in its review of support for disabled students[footnoteRef:9].   [9:  HEFCE 2009/49 Outcomes of HEFCE review of its policy as it relates to disabled students, available from http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2009/09_49/] 


Within the WPSAs it is evident that concern to improve retention has led to greater interrogation of institutional data with regard to the retention, progression, completion and achievement of some specific Equality groups, and/or an increase in the monitoring of student attendance and early assessment outcomes.  One institution reports how an interrogation of their data has identified retention and achievement issues in relation to specific groups: “lower progression rates for mature students, higher withdrawal rates amongst males, and lower degree classifications obtained by certain ethnic minority students and those from low participation neighbourhoods.”

Retention, progression, completion and degree attainment of students from BME groups

Although there is limited awareness in relation to most Equality groups, nearly half of all HEIs (57 or 44%) are sensitive to the differential retention, progression, completion and attainment of BME students.   Institutions of all types seem to be identifying these trends in relation to BME students, although in some institutions the absolute numbers of BME students are small. The extent of the problem is detailed in a recent (2010) HEFCE publication[footnoteRef:10] on the ‘ethnicity profile and progression of entrants to full-time, first-degree study’.  This shows that black, and to a lesser extent Pakistani and Bangladeshi, students have lower rates of retention, progression, completion and attainment. [10:  HEFCE 2010/13 Student ethnicity profile and progression of entrants to full-time, first degree study. Bristol: HEFCE, available from. http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2010/10_13/. ] 


In 2007-8 the Higher Education Academy (HEA) and the Equality Challenge Unit (ECU) were commissioned by the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS), HEFCE and the Welsh higher education funding council (HEFCW) to examine differential degree attainment according to ethnicity and gender[footnoteRef:11]. This raised awareness of differential rates of success in HE by specific groups, and the Equality Challenge Unit and the Higher Education Academy have continued to work with institutions to try to address these issues.  Researchers and institutions continue to be challenged by these problems, both in terms of establishing their cause and identifying effective interventions. It is therefore instructive to consider what HEIs include in their WPSAs with regard to this issue. [11:  ECU/HEA (2008) Ethnicity, gender and degree attainment project. Final report. Available from:  http://www.ecu.ac.uk/publications/ethnicity-gender-and-degree-attainment-report ] 


Responses and interventions
Much of the work to improve the attainment of BME students is in the early stages of development (i.e. recognising that there is a problem rather than taking action).  In line with the ECU/HEA’s recommendations, actions include data analysis, (establishing a baseline, setting targets and monitoring progress) and learning and teaching and student support.  The most popular type of intervention beyond data collection and analysis seems to be mentoring and the creation of role models.  Further details are presented below:
 
i. Data collection, target setting and monitoring.  Institutions are pledging to collect data and monitor the performance of particular groups, including BME students.  In some cases this is about establishing a baseline against which to measure future performance, while others are setting targets and monitoring progress.  For example, one institution that recently examined its data identified the following two objectives:

· “To ensure parity in degree attainment across all groups, with a specific emphasis on “high level degree attainment of BME groups” and
· “Identify specific activities designed to support the academic under-performance of key groups including addressing differentials in BME degree attainment”.

ii. Learning and teaching.  Although the ECU/HEA publication identified learning and teaching as an area in which institutions should take action, there is little evidence of ways in which institutions are changing learning and teaching to support BME student retention and attainment.  The examples are limited both in number and detail.

“… there is a clear need to ensure that Teaching and Learning is appropriate for an increasingly varied annual cohort.  Curriculum review is important and the relatively new curriculum offered at [name of specialist institution] places great emphasis on reflective and independent learning. This may be a style which is unfamiliar to Widening Participation entrants and we shall monitor this carefully. We also need to monitor and survey the styles of teaching and learning which BME students find most suitable”.

One institution involved in the Higher Education Academy’s Summit Programme, ‘Improving the Degree Attainment of Black and Minority Ethnic Students’ (March 2009 – February 2010), is “developing a toolkit for staff to enhance student-to-staff and student-to-student engagement and integration in the classroom”.

There is no evidence of work relating to assessment, with the exception of one institution which identified the development of an appropriate assessment strategy to “improve the performance and experience of a diverse student population”.

iii. Student engagement. One institution is exploring the level of engagement of students from specific groups across the institution, and not just in the academic domain:

“As an institution we are interested in developing our widening participation work to consider in more depth the experiences and outcomes of particular groups of students for whom it has been shown there is an unequal and less positive university experience at [name of university] (as in many other universities).  These groups… include BME groups, disabled students, students leaving care, students from working class backgrounds and students entering with vocational qualifications. We are interested in the extent to which these students engage in formal learning opportunities, extra-curricular activities and other forms of student engagement such as course representation…  we will seek out the views of these students and analyse their outcomes as they move along the student lifecycle”.

iv. Student support: mentors and role models.  The most common specific intervention identified by institutions to improve the retention, achievement and progression of BME students is peer mentoring.  One institution reports that they will have “15 Level 2/3 black and minority ethnic students matched with business mentors”, and another institution is developing a programme to provide “mentoring opportunities for mature, disabled and BME students in local businesses and public sector organisations”.  It is not always clear how mentors are expected to improve student retention, achievement and progression.  However, one institution notes the importance of their staff as role models, and thus is working to improve the number of managers from diversity groups:

“Our staff provide strong role models for our student body. In 2007/08, 24% of our staff were from BME groups. We are actively working to increase the number of managers from these groupings through our Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic Staff Development Scheme. We have achieved a number of quality marks for inclusion including Positive about Disabled People, Investors in People and Chartermark”.

Two institutions note the importance of role models earlier in the education system, and thus point to their work in relation to increasing the number of teachers and head teachers from BME backgrounds.
 
“The Graduate School of Education has a focus on encouraging men onto Primary PGCEs and Black and Ethnic Minority students onto all its teaching courses. While these initiatives are not about recruitment into higher education as progression from Level 3, they do support transition to further study and then graduate level employment and will also help to address the lack of appropriate role models for future generations of school pupils”.

Retention, progression, completion and attainment of students from other Equality groups

There are, however, only limited examples of tracking and supporting the retention and success of students with protected equality characteristics. The groups identified are: men, mature students, part-time students, disabled students and those with mental health issues.  In the future it is likely that in the WPSAs and/or Access Agreements will focus more explicitly on improving the retention, progression, completion and attainment of students from Equality groups and with protected characteristics that have below average rates of success.  It is likely to be important to examine institutional data and collect feedback about the student experience to identify what the reasons for lower rates of success are, and what type of interventions may be effective[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  See for example Woodfield, R. and Thomas, L (2011 forthcoming) Male Student Experience in Higher Education: gender and the use of academic and pastoral support services in UK higher education. London: Equality Challenge Unit.] 


2.7 Progression to employment and postgraduate study
There is widespread commitment to using the student lifecycle approach to widening participation, and thus the majority of institutions (112 or 87%) mention employability in their WPSAs, and 76 HEIs (59%) provide further details.  Indeed, the WPSAs identify a raft of interventions targeted at specific groups, including students with disabilities and mental health issues, BME students, low-income students, first generation entrants and students with no family experience of graduate employment and students over the age of 30 on commencing a degree.  By far the most common form of support is coaching and mentoring of these specific students, sometimes making use of institutional alumni.  Other interventions include raising awareness of employer requirements, internships and work placements.

For example:

“[Name of programme] is a specialised targeted programme of support for those most disadvantaged in the labour market and its eligibility criteria include ethnicity, disability and low income. The programme has existed for over five years, initially as a pilot project and for the last two years as an embedded part of the [name of institution] Careers team. The programme offers intensive careers coaching and support to individual students and the opportunity to undertake work placements. The current mentoring scheme is working with 28 students and employer mentors across eight different legal organisations. Following a successful pilot scheme, the programme is currently running a mentoring scheme focused on the legal sector. The programme’s development has reflected our experience of working with those disadvantaged in the labour market where low confidence and self-esteem, lack of high quality work experience, and the difficulties of ‘getting a foot in the door’ of graduate employers, have been major issues. In the past academic year 115 students were supported through [name of programme], 54 work placements were organised and the programme is now connected to more than 30 different employers”.

Similarly, another university offers a mentoring programme to enhance the employability of students from groups who are at a proven disadvantage in the graduate recruitment process and labour market. Through links with local employers they currently support: 

· Black and Asian students
· Disabled students (including those with specific learning difficulties)
· Students who are 30+ at the point of entry to their current HE degree programme
· Students who are the first generation in their family to enter higher education (i.e. students whose parent/guardian has not undertaken degree-level studies in higher education). 

A further institution identifies a range of ways in which it monitors, researches and addresses the needs of students from Equality groups:

· Staff from the Centre for Career Development contribute to key widening participation outreach programmes such as summer schools.
· Specialist resources are available both on-line and in hard copy for mature students and those from minority ethnic groups or without a tradition of higher education; these resources are updated annually.
· The Centre is currently researching the graduate outcomes of students from widening participation and diverse backgrounds and assessing the need for additional and tailored services.
· The Centre is also investigating the feasibility of monitoring usage by diversity groups, including students from disadvantaged backgrounds, students with a disability and minority ethnic students.

Despite these specific examples, the majority of work discussed in relation to employability is not specifically targeted at students from specific groups (although they should benefit from embedded provision).  Our review of the WPSAs suggests that a strategic approach to employability, which includes some targeted provision but also takes an inclusive approach to developing the employability of all students through the core and co-curriculum, could usefully be developed in many HEIs.  One HEI is undertaking an analysis of Destinations of Leavers from Higher Education (DLHE) survey returns to try to establish where further support might be helpful.  Initial work is concentrating upon post-degree destinations of students by socio-economic background, ethnicity, age, gender and disability.  Primary research will be undertaken to clarify and pursue indicators from desk research.

Progression beyond undergraduate study is not only into the labour market but also postgraduate study.  Indeed, some students from Equality groups (such as disabled graduates) are more likely to progress to further study than the average (Croucher et al. 2005[footnoteRef:13] and Machin et al. 2009[footnoteRef:14]).  BME students are more likely to progress to a taught postgraduate programme than white students (Stuart et al. 2008[footnoteRef:15]), although they are less likely to proceed to a research degree (Connor et al. 2004[footnoteRef:16]), and some BME groups are over-represented and some under-represented in research degrees (Wakeling 2009[footnoteRef:17]).  In the WPSAs there is very little discussion about widening participation in relation to progression to postgraduate study (taught or research).  27 HEIs make reference to postgraduate activities, but only 18 (14%) of these references are specifically about widening participation in postgraduate study.  One specific example is identified in relation to disabled students: “[Name of University] is seeking to increase the number of postgraduate students in receipt of the Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA) by 2.5% over the next 3 years”.  There is significant scope to examine WP and equality issues in the context of postgraduate education. [13:   Croucher, K., Evans, M. and Leacy, A. (2005) What happens next? A report on the first destinations of 2003 graduates with disabilities. Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services Disability Development Network]  [14:  Machin, S., Murphy, R. and Soobedar, Z.(2009) Differences in labour market gains from higher education participation. Research commissions by the National Equality Panel.]  [15:  Stuart, M., Lido, C., Morgan, S., Solomon, L. and Akroyd, K (2008). Widening Participation to Postgraduate Study: Decisions, Deterrents and Creating Success. York, Higher Education Academy. http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/York/documents/ourwork/inclusion/WPtoPG_Stuart.pdf accessed 25/11/10]  [16:  Connor, H., Tvers, C., Modood, T. and Hillage J. (2004) Why the difference? A closer look at Higher Education minority ethnic students and graduates, Research Report 552. London: DfES Publications ]  [17:  Wakeling, P. B. J. (2009) Are ethnic minorities underrepresented in UK postgraduate study? Higher Education Quarterly, 63 (1): 86 – 111.] 


2.8 Monitoring and measuring impact
As far as can be seen in the WPSAs, monitoring is limited to a few Equality groups such as disabled students, BME and older students, and extended to indicators of socio-economic status and looked-after children.  In line with targeting more generally, most targets are recruitment-focused and relate to increases in the number of students applying to or entering the HEI, and are measured through Higher Education Statistics Agency Performance Indicators where applicable, such as the number of students in receipt of the Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA).  In addition, some institutions offer output indicators in relation to support for disabled students, which is usually delivered through specialist provision/units. A limited number of institutions have indicated a more comprehensive approach to monitoring across the student lifecycle, for example:

“The University continues to measure its success against its new entrant benchmark targets and is informed by a number of additional data sets that identifies socio-economic, geo-demographic, gender, disability etc in relation to applicants and enrolled students, as well as in relation to non-continuation rates, widening participation indicators, Disabled Student’s Allowance and projected outcomes for students. The University will therefore measure its success against the progression and achievement of its student body and Student Satisfaction improvement targets set out in the Corporate Plan. The University will also continue to monitor the employability of its graduates in relation to attainment of graduate-level jobs, and against the benchmarked performance indicators reported to the University from HESES.”

A number of institutions (both pre- and post-1992) identify ways in which they are using internal data to monitor the experience of students from widening participation and Equality groups:

“Retention data is reported to the University’s Retention Strategy Group, chaired by the Dean of Students. Although we do not monitor all widening participation students, the data is shown by different categories including gender, disability, ethnic origin and whether students were recruited via Clearing. This close monitoring allows the Group to identify, at an early stage, any patterns of withdrawal and put in place interventions to support students. Our internal retention rates have, as a consequence, improved each year for the last three years. 

We have undertaken work to identify and make available to the new academic Colleges data on their student body, including entrance and subsequent progression and success of students from black and minority ethnic (BME) communities, those with disabilities, and those from lower socio economic backgrounds. Work is ongoing to ensure that this is regularly reviewed by the new College Board as part of the quality assurance process…. and action taken to address areas of concern where progression, retention, attainment and employability are evidently different amongst different groups. Review of this data also forms the means of complying with our obligations in respect of impact assessment in relation to our equality duties, and is embedded in our quality assurance processes.”

As the above example illustrates, some institutions are placing requirements on departments, schools, faculties and colleges to monitor the performance of widening participation and some Equality groups.  For example:

“The range of statistical data which is examined at institutional level will be supplemented by a Faculty-based assessment of performance against locally determined norms. This includes consideration of performance against the KPIs of recruitment and retention of students from low participation neighbourhoods, lower socio economic backgrounds (SEC groups 4-7), students declaring disability, and according to ethnic and religious backgrounds.”

A small number of institutions are undertaking further research to enhance the experience and outcomes for students from widening participation and Equality groups.  
 “The Widening Participation Policy Unit works with the University's faculties and departments to carry out quantitative and qualitative research to identify the participation, achievement and support needs of specific student groups. Typical projects include evaluating student self-efficacy and approaches to learning, and exploring potential predicators of student success. One current project on the learning experiences of disabled and non-disabled students, has explored the individual LTA experiences and attainments of disabled students, in comparison to non-disabled students. Evidence from this project will inform the continued development of inclusive LTA practices.”

All of these examples are primarily about monitoring student access, retention, progression and achievement, but not the evaluation of the outcomes or impact of interventions or the HE experience.  One approach might be to involve students in developing WP and equality strategies and assessing their impact, although this is challenging for institutions[footnoteRef:18].  This could be extended to involve students from other Equality groups, as the focus in each institution identified here is on a limited number of widening participation and Equality groups and certainly does not span the complete set of protected equality characteristics.  [18:  HEFCE 2009/49 Outcomes of HEFCE review of its policy as it relates to disabled students, available from http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2009/09_49/
] 

[bookmark: _3._Implications_for]3. Implications for Institutions

The WPSAs provide a valuable account of institutions’ approaches, commitment and investment in widening participation and, to a lesser extent, equality.  The examples identified in this Briefing indicate how equality issues could be more fully addressed via the WPSA to meet both widening participation and equality objectives in the future.  There is scope for institutions to address equality issues together with widening participation, and enhance the experience of all students across the lifecycle, and reduce the burden on staff by reducing the number of diktats they need to respond to.  A more comprehensive approach may be particularly valuable for institutions that are well advanced with the widening participation agenda as it allows them to ensure they are taking an inclusive approach, and simultaneously to drill down to identify specific groups of students or points in the lifecycle where improvements still need to be made.

[bookmark: _5._Reflective_Questions_1]4. Reflective Questions

Institutions may find it helpful to use the reflective questions below to assist with the process of reviewing the inclusiveness of their institutional practice, and ensure that equality is embedded into widening participation work within the HEI.

1. Does your WPSA give sufficient attention to equality and look specifically at the groups identified as having protected characteristics in the Equality Act 2010? Are there ways in which WP and equality could be better aligned?

2. Does your institution have a shared institutional vision for WP which includes Equality groups? This should be used to assess current priorities and inform its future strategy and interventions. 

3. Is there clear senior leadership in terms of Equality which is aligned with WP and with the institutional vision?

4. Are all institutional policies informed by and considered against Equality Impact Assessments, particularly with regard to WP groups and disabled learners?

5. Does the organisational structure for Equality promote staff responsibility and engagement in the Equalities agendas by all staff?

6. Do staff recruitment, annual review and promotion processes make the institutional commitment to equality explicit and reinforce the fact that all staff have responsibilities with regard to student equality?

7. Are there sufficient support and development opportunities to enable all staff to fulfil their WP and equality responsibilities?

8. Are you confident that all potential learners from WP target groups and in all the groups with protected characteristics have access to appropriate information, advice and guidance to prepare them for success in HE?

9. Does your admissions policy and practice ensure that students from Equality groups and with protected characteristics are not disadvantaged by the selection process itself?

10. Does the admissions process recognise the different circumstances in which students gain their pre-entry qualifications?

11. Does the institution have appropriate partnerships with specialists to provide relevant and engaging programmes of study in a sufficiently flexible way to enable Equality groups to access and succeed in HE?

12. Does the institution have a retention and achievement strategy which is informed by a commitment to student-centred and inclusive learning which benefits all students, while supporting the additional entitlements of Equality groups such as disabled students?

13. Do you track and review the success of WP and Equality groups and take action to overcome poorer outcomes?

14. Does the core curriculum include personal and professional development to enhance the progression of all students into the graduate labour market and/or further learning, including those from WP target groups and Equality groups?

15. Is postgraduate study accessed by WP and Equality groups to the same extent as by the rest of the student population?

16. Is your WPSA explicit about the expected outcomes of policies and interventions for specific Equality groups, the level of change anticipated over a specific time period and the methods of data collection or existing data that will be used to measure change?

17. Do you undertake further research to be sure that observed changes are the result of your policies or interventions?

18. How do all parts of the institution make use of institutional data and research about progress towards equality, again with regard in particular to specific groups such as disabled learners and BME students?

19. Have you undertaken equality impact assessments of your widening participation work to more fully understand institutional strengths and to set future priorities?

20. Have you drilled down into your institutional data about applications, acceptances, retention, completion, attainment and progression for WP and Equality groups?

21. HEFCE’s review[footnoteRef:19] stated that; involving disabled students in the development of their Disability Equality Scheme was proving to be a real challenge for many institutions despite their best efforts to secure such involvement. Do students in your institution feel this has now been addressed? To what extent do you involve other WP and Equality groups in developing and evaluating the impact of WP and equality strategies? [19:  HEFCE 2009/49 Outcomes of HEFCE review of its policy as it relates to disabled students, available from http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2009/09_49/] 


[bookmark: _3._Measuring_and][bookmark: _5._Reflective_Questions]5. Action on Access Resources

5.1 Other Relevant Topic Briefings
The following topic briefings in the social mobility series 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: Engaging Adults
· Social Mobility through Higher Education: the Role of Targeting
· Social Mobility through Higher Education: Promoting the Success of All Students
The briefings are available online at: http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=11_1

The following briefing will be published soon: 

· Social Mobility through Higher Education: the Role of Admissions

5.2 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
5.3 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 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_2 

5.4 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
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