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1. Introduction and Context
This Social Mobility through Higher Education topic briefing on Mainstreaming Widening Participation and Equality in Institutions is published by Action on Access, the national widening participation co-ordination team. This document draws on policy, data, research and 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. 
This topic briefing is intended to provide an overview of what is meant by ‘mainstreaming widening participation and equality’ and the ways in which institutions are mainstreaming widening participation and equality throughout the student lifecycle and across the institution. It also explores the implications and approaches institutions might wish to consider to further develop their work in this respect
.
Mainstreaming refers to the process of shifting widening participation and equality ‘from the margins to the mainstream’
. It includes the idea that widening participation is integrated into all ‘activities’ (taken in the broadest sense) of the institution, and thus everyone, rather than a particular group, has responsibility for making widening participation successful, and ensuring that all students are successful. This is an inclusive approach, as opposed to assimilation or alternative provision models. An inclusive approach uses mainstream procedures and practices to meet the entitlements, interests and aspirations of all students in order to maximise their success in HE. This is in contrast to relying on additional practices and interventions for particular student groups, such as those from a widening participation background or equality groups, and focusing exclusively on the retention of students at risk of withdrawing.

According to the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) mainstreaming requires institutions to make widening participation a core strategic issue, and to implement cultural change and organisation, management and leadership changes
. This view is reinforced in the request for WPSAs, which is anticipated to provide evidence about “how widening participation has become an integral part of the policies, processes and cultures in many institutions… and how this contributes to the development of diversity in student bodies.”

2. A Framework for Mainstreaming Widening Participation and Equality
The Action on Access ‘Mainstreaming and Sustaining Widening Participation in Institutions’ programme (2008) developed a reflective review checklist
 to help institutions to understand what mainstreaming widening participation entails and to identify specific changes that they need to make. May and Bridger (2010)
 examined the Higher Education Academy’s ‘Embedding Inclusive Policy and Practice’ programme and identified six key steps that need to be undertaken to bring about cultural change. In addition, they stressed the need for change at the institutional level in terms of policy, structures, processes and environmental issues, and change at the individual level to attitudes, behaviour and practices. The European Universities Association
 identified steps that HEIs need to take to embed lifelong learning in universities. Drawing on these three documents it is possible to synthesise a framework for mainstreaming widening participation and equality, shown in Diagram 1 below and discussed in the next section. Institutions need to give attention to both the institutional infrastructure – policies, processes and so forth, and the institutional culture – the understanding and implementation of a strategy.

Diagram 1: Mainstreaming Widening Participation and Equality
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3. Progress towards Mainstreaming Widening Participation and Equality
Drawing on the framework described in Section 2 and the information presented in the WPSAs it is possible to review the progress of English HEIs towards the goal of mainstreaming widening participation and equality and becoming inclusive institutions. 

3.1 Systematic Approach to Mainstreaming Widening Participation and Equality, including Embedding Widening Participation and Equality into Institutional Strategies
There is evidence that institutions are working across the student lifecycle
 and mainstreaming widening participation into institutional policies and strategies. For example:
· All of the WPSAs make reference to links with schools and academies, primarily in the context of outreach work to improve progression to HE of young people who would not usually consider HE
· 115 institutions (89%) make an explicit link between undergraduate admissions and widening participation
· 78 institutions (60%) mention induction and 58 institutions (45%) provide detail about their induction processes
· 117 HEIs (91%) discuss approaches to improving student retention and achievement
· 68 institutions (53%) explicitly refer to their learning and teaching strategy in the WPSA and fewer than half of these submitted their Learning and Teaching Strategy to HEFCE
· The majority of institutions (112, 87%) mention employability, but only 76 (59%) provide detail about it. Others simply refer to their careers service, or identify employability as the final stage of the student lifecycle but do not provide additional information
Furthermore, widening participation is increasingly connected to other institutional policies and priorities, as illustrated in Table 1.

Table 1: Links between WPSA and other Institutional Strategies, Policies and Priorities
	Strategy/Policy/Priority
	Number of Institutions
	Percentage of Institutions

	Access Agreement
	122
	95%

	Widening participation strategy
	119
	92%

	Admissions
	117
	91%

	Retention in general*
	117
	91%

	Equality and diversity strategy
	68
	53%

	Learning, teaching and assessment strategy
	68
	53%

	Mission statement or corporate plan
	67
	52%

	Other strategies
	30
	23%

	Retention strategy*
	19
	15%

	Estates strategy
	12
	9%

	Human resources
	9
	7%


* 19 institutions (15%) refer to an institutional retention strategy, but 117 institutions (91%) discuss retention as a priority in their WPSAs. It is not always explicit whether or not there is a formal, institution-wide retention (or similarly named) strategy.

Although there was widespread recognition and use of the student lifecycle some institutions focused heavily on the access part of the lifecycle in their WPSA through substantially referring to their outreach work. The whole student lifecycle, including admissions, induction, curriculum development, flexible learning, student retention, attainment and success and progression need to be considered to an equal extent as access in order for widening participation to be considered fully embedded within an institution.

3.2 Strategic and Operational Understanding of Widening Participation and Equality, including Identification and Monitoring of Specific Target Groups
Many WPSAs do not provide an overt statement of their widening participation definition or institutional vision, although strong commitment to widening participation is expressed by reference to mission statements and other corporate policies. Without an explicit definition, widening participation can be interpreted and implemented differently in different sites within a single institution
. The lack of national or institutional clarity about the identification of target groups is reflected in the large numbers of groups targeted (see Table 2 below), many of which overlap.
Table 2: Widening Participation Target Groups - Institutional Frequency and Percentage

	Widening Participation Target Groups
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Disabled students
	127
	98%

	Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) groups 
	109
	84%

	Gifted and talented
	101
	78%

	Part-time or flexible learning
	92
	71%

	Young people NS-SEC 4-7
	88
	68%

	Vocational progression
	87
	67%

	From state schools
	85
	66%

	From a care background
	80
	62%

	Gender
	70
	54%

	Mature learners (e.g. from the community)
	69
	53%

	Work-based learners
	56
	43%

	E-Learning or distance learning
	53
	41%

	Primary school-aged children
	49
	38%

	First generation entrants
	42
	33%

	Low participation neighbourhoods
	33
	26%

	Apprentices
	31
	24%

	Special educational needs
	29
	22%

	Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD)
	20
	16%

	Lesbian, gay, bi-sexual and transsexual
	16
	12%

	Traveller communities
	3
	2%


The evidence about targeting, especially of lower socio-economic groups (NS-SEC 4-7), shows that some institutions use a range of target groups and some have not fully aligned their work to national priorities. It is encouraging to see that ‘disabled students’ is the most frequently cited target group (127 institutions (98%) as they are named as a target group in the HEFCE targeting guidance. Although this group is listed as a target group, there was not as much information regarding support for this group as might have been expected given their legal entitlements. Only 11% of institutions set targets in relation to disabled students. Furthermore, according to the WPSAs, BME students are the second most frequently cited target group. Although the initial participation rates for BME students in general are higher than for their white peers, and they have not been a national target group, specific BME groups are under-represented nationally. Accordingly, where BME students are under-represented at an institution (however this is measured – perhaps in comparison to the national average or compared to the regional population) or within particular professional courses within a HEI, it would be appropriate for BME students to be a target group. What is more important for BME students however is to 
ensure that they receive an equal student experience to white students. Recent reports
 have shown that ethnic minority students have lower degree attainment than white students, even when other influencing factors are held constant. The different student experience is identified by some institutions as discussed below.
This analysis of target groups indicates that a range of groups may be targeted within an institution, many of which are a proxy for low socio-economic status, and this is not always aligned with national policy. This suggests that different parts of a single institution may be working towards different widening participation visions (e.g. what is the connection between pre-entry work and enhancing the student experience?). Furthermore, data collection may not be connected to strategic and operational planning (e.g. the relationship between increases in the admission of certain types of students and curriculum developments, etc.). This points to the need for a shared understanding of target groups and a more joined-up institutional approach to widening participation and equality, including the collection and use of institutional data.

3.3 Institutional Priority, Commitment and Leadership to Promote Widening Participation and Equality

Widening participation is increasingly being linked to other institutional policies (see Table 1 above), reflecting its increasing institutional priority. Institutional commitment to widening participation can also be illustrated by examining the strategic organisation of widening participation. Three types of organisational culture were examined
: a centralised widening participation team or unit taking responsibility for widening participation; dispersed or mainstreamed into academic or service functions; or hybrid arrangements, with shared responsibilities for widening participation and a central co-ordinating function. Table 3 shows the breakdown of how institutions organise their widening participation work.

Table 3: Institutional Organisation of Widening Participation
	Organisation of Widening Participation
	Number of Institutions
	Percentage of Institutions

	Dispersed or mainstreamed into academic and service functions
	48
	37%

	Hybrid shared responsibilities co-ordinated centrally
	33
	26%

	Unclear
	27
	21%

	Central widening participation unit
	17
	13%

	Total*
	125
	97%


* The remaining four institutions (3%) made no reference to how their widening participation work is organised.

This analysis suggests 81 HEIs (63%) have an organisational model that promotes and integrates institutional commitment to widening participation across the institution, rather than keeping it within a single central unit. This has the added value of promoting the engagement of more staff across the institution in widening participation work. It is less clear the extent to which senior managers are involved in promoting widening participation and taking forward the work at a strategic level.

3.4 Staff Engagement in Widening Participation and Equality, including Overt Responsibility, Developmental Opportunities, Accountability and Reward
The commitment to organisational models that require a wider cross-section of staff to engage in widening participation is encouraging (Table 3 above). In addition, HEIs are undertaking a range of activities to engage staff and influence their attitudes and practices in relation to student diversity and institutional flexibility. 54 institutions (42%) identified staff training and development activities to support widening participation, and 22 institutions (17%) discussed sharing and promoting good practice across the institution. There is less evidence of a systematic, institution-wide approach to engaging staff through their policy infrastructure as only 9 institutions (7%) made a link between their WPSA and their human resources policy (which could integrate staff responsibility, accountability and  reward for engaging in widening participation into institutional policy).

3.5 Early Engagement with Potential Learners and other Partners to encourage them to enter HE, provide appropriate Information, Advice and Guidance and prepare them for Success in HE
As noted above, all HEIs work with schools pre-entry to support widening participation and 101 (78%) work with further education colleges (FECs), reaching both young people and older learners. 92 institutions (71%) provide details of more formal partnerships with schools, and 49 institutions (38%) have extended their engagement into the primary sector to work with younger children to develop their awareness and understanding of HE. The majority of institutions (108, 84%) work with at least one Aimhigher partnership, a key role of which is to provide information, advice and guidance, and a significant number work with Lifelong Learning Networks. There is however still a need to provide better information, advice and guidance for adults wanting to enter HE in most geographical areas
. It is crucial that HEIs consider how they can integrate learning from Aimhigher partnerships into their work with schools and colleges, and review collaborative opportunities beyond July 2011 (when Aimhigher funding ceases).

3.6 Widening Participation and Equality Informing Admissions Policies, Processes and Practices, including Development of Alternative Entry Routes
WPSAs required institutions to make an explicit link between widening participation and admissions, and 115 institutions (89%) refer to their undergraduate admissions processes. Institutions are concerned to ensure ‘fair access’, although this is understood and implemented differently:  either treating everyone in exactly the same way ‘regardless of background’, or recognising that some students are disadvantaged by the selection process itself, and/or recognising the different circumstances in which students gained their pre-entry qualifications.  Institutions describe a range of approaches to ensure fair access, including:

· Use of personal and school contextual data to inform admissions decisions
· Reviewing the fairness of the interview process for equity groups
· Monitoring the outcome of admission tests
· Seeking parity for students with vocational entry qualifications
· Accepting alternative forms of evidence of ability
· Providing additional support for students from targeted groups
· Taking a personalised approach to admissions
· Operating ‘compact schemes’ for specific students
· Identifying alternative entry programmes for underqualified and insufficiently experienced applicants
These approaches to fair access in the selection process are underpinned by staff development and training, and monitoring of the admissions process.

More specifically, 79 institutions (61%) have compact schemes which facilitate entry of students from target groups, including support with the application process and special consideration in the admissions process. However, only six institutions mention the use of APEL (the accreditation of prior experiential learning) to facilitate the admission of students without formal entry qualifications. There is scope for institutions to make stronger links between widening participation and lifelong learning and admissions. Although there are some examples of good practice, many admissions strategies only engage with equity in a limited way, such as identifying support for specific groups such as vocational learners.  
3.7 Work in Partnership with Community Groups, Employers, Professional Bodies and others to provide Relevant and Engaging Programmes of Study in a Sufficiently Flexible Way
There is evidence that HEIs are working with many partners to improve widening participation, though many of these collaborations are focused on bringing people into HE rather than providing a different type of HE learning experience. In summary:

· Nearly 80% of HEIs (101) refer to work with FECs to: improve progression from FE (Level 3) to HE and collaborative provision (i.e. delivery of HE programmes in FECs)
· There is evidence in some institutions of growing local community engagement, often through existing community, voluntary and faith groups. 29 institutions (22%) link widening participation to local or regional economic and/or social regeneration
· 46 institutions (37%) talk about strong employer partnerships, but the link between employer engagement and widening participation is not always explicit, and much of the work is in the early stages of development. A more limited number of HEIs have well established and effective models of employer engagement. Institutions are offering different types of learning from pre-entry to postgraduate levels, including learning from work and learning in work. Types of provision include negotiated work-based learning (e.g. based on a learning framework); tailor-made programmes for individual employers; enterprise development and support; accreditation of training and other professional training for employers; and continuing professional development for staff. Sometimes this is delivered in short ‘bite-sized’ modules, but often the delivery appears relatively traditional (e.g. degree programmes rather than modules). Employer links span private, public and voluntary sectors
· 83 institutions (64%) make explicit reference to Foundation Degrees
3.8 Ensure Learning is Student-Centred and Inclusive to Improve the Retention and Achievement of All Students
There is encouraging evidence about the ways in which some institutions are linking widening participation to learning and teaching and implementing more inclusive practices to improve the student experience, and to promote student retention and success. Indeed, 117 HEIs (91%) discuss retention issues in their WPSA (covering induction, learning and teaching, identification of ‘at risk students’ and retention and achievement differentials between student groups), and there is growing awareness of the need to use institutional data to improve retention.

There is a strong recognition of the challenges of transition into HE for all students and for students from non-traditional backgrounds in particular. 78 institutions (60%) make reference to induction and 58 institutions (45%) provide details about their induction arrangements. Institutions are taking a more strategic approach to induction, and recognising it as a process rather than an event. Some institutions indicate that they use the induction period to identify students who are at risk of withdrawing, or to target support at particular student groups.  

There is growing awareness of the link between widening participation and learning and teaching. 68 institutions (53%) explicitly referred to their learning and teaching strategy in the WPSA. Widening participation and learning and teaching are interacting in relation to:

· Increased organisational flexibility

· Embedding study skills

· Changes to assessment strategies

· More student-centred learning

· Curriculum development and review

· Renewed emphasis on personal tutoring, especially to identify and/or follow up students who are ‘at risk’ of failing and/or withdrawing

There is growing awareness of the retention and achievement of specific equity groups, and institutions are developing interventions to address the differentials, in particular for BME students (mentioned by 57 or 44% of HEIs).

3.9 Embed Progression (Employability and Further Learning) into the Core Learning Experience to Enhance the Progression of All Students

There is a widespread commitment to ensuring that widening participation spans the full student lifecycle, and most institutions (112, 89%) mention employability in their WPSA, and 76 (59%) provide details. However, the approaches used vary and many are not integrated into the core curriculum, although there are more examples of this than were identified in previous studies
.   There is some monitoring of differential experiences in the labour market of target groups, and this could be adopted more widely. Some institutions are responding to national or institutional data and providing additional activities for specific student groups. There is far less consideration of progression to further learning, including postgraduate study, and where it is recognised, policies and interventions are at an early stage of development.

3.10 Extend Widening Participation and Equality to Postgraduate Study

HEIs need to consider widening participation and equality in the postgraduate context. 27 HEIs (21%) make reference to postgraduate activities, but only 18 of these references are specifically about widening participation in postgraduate study. Attention should be paid to: analysing current participation rates; promoting the progression of their own students to their own postgraduate programmes and beyond; attracting target groups from outside the institution; and reviewing and improving the success of target groups at postgraduate level.
3.11 Monitoring the Outcomes of Widening Participation and Equality Policies, Interventions and Target Groups
The WPSAs demonstrate that generally institutions have sufficient data about the volume of activity taking place. In general, institutions are less clear about the expected outcomes of policies and interventions in relation to specific target groups, including setting appropriate targets and identifying methods of measurement to gauge the success or otherwise of their work. 

3.12 Use Data and Research to Inform Strategic and Operational Decision-Making
When institutions have data about the access, retention, achievement and progression of widening participation target groups this information is often not shown to be informing decision-making at either a strategic or an operational level. Furthermore, the WPSAs do not on the whole provide evidence that a strategic assessment of widening participation work has been undertaken.

4. Implications for Institutions
The WPSAs provide a valuable account of institutions’ approaches, commitment and investment in widening participation, and provide evidence that good progress has been made in mainstreaming widening participation and equality. Institutions however have engaged with the strategic assessment element of the WPSAs to differing degrees. Institutions in which widening participation is integral to the institutional mission and embedded across the institution were likely to present their strategic approach to widening participation, but frequently did not engage in a critical assessment of their current and future priorities. Institutions in which widening participation is less well embedded were more likely to provide the context for their widening participation work and to provide a more in-depth analysis of the impact of their activities.

Identifying priorities in institutions that are well advanced with the widening participation agenda may involve drilling down to groups of students or specific points in the lifecycle where improvements still need to be made to further develop their approach to widening participation, equality and creating an inclusive institution. This could include: identifying performance and recruitment gaps, for example in terms of intake from NS-SEC 4-7; engagement with disadvantaged communities; or addressing the retention, attainment and progression of specific student groups.

Furthermore, some institutions provided a stronger analysis of the journey travelled to reach their current position than others. Many institutions are making progress in establishing widening participation as a strategic theme that runs through everything they do rather than a set of discrete activities. However, it is not explicit what factors facilitate success in mainstreaming widening participation and becoming an inclusive institution.
5. Reflective Questions

Institutions may find it helpful to review their own achievements against the framework developed here. The reflective questions below should assist with this process. In addition, institutions need to set themselves appropriate indicators of success, targets and milestones that relate to mainstreaming widening participation and equality and bringing about cultural change.

1. Does your WPSA give sufficient attention to each of the stages of the student lifecycle? 
2. Are all institutional policies informed by and aligned with widening participation and equality policies and principles?
3. Does your institution have a shared institutional vision for widening participation, including clear target groups? This should be used to assess current priorities and inform its future strategy and interventions. 
4. Is there clear senior leadership of widening participation and equality which is aligned with the institutional vision?
5. Does the organisational structure for widening participation and equality promote staff responsibility and engagement in the agendas by all staff?
6. Do staff recruitment, annual review and promotion processes make the institutional commitment to widening participation and equality explicit and reinforce the fact that all staff have responsibilities with regard to student diversity?
7. Are there sufficient support and development opportunities to enable all staff to fulfil their widening participation and equality responsibilities?
8. Are you confident that all potential learners, including adults, have access to appropriate information, advice and guidance to prepare them for success in HE?

9. Does admissions policy and practice ensure that students from target groups 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 community groups, employers, professional bodies and others to provide relevant and engaging programmes of study in a sufficiently flexible way to enable its target 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?
13. 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?
14. Does widening participation and equality work extend to postgraduate study?
15. Is your WPSA explicit about the expected outcomes of policies and interventions for target 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?
16. Do you undertake further research to be sure that observed changes are the result your policies or interventions?
17. How do all parts of the institution make use of institutional data and research about widening participation and equality?
18. Have you undertaken a strategic assessment of your widening participation work, to more fully understand institutional strengths and to set future priorities?  Have you drilled down in relation to the outcomes for specific target groups, and ensured that you address all parts of the student lifecycle fully?
19. Are there opportunities for widening participation and equality to inform and support each other more fully in your institution, whilst recognising the specific issues that widening participation and equality agendas must address?

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: Flexible Learning 

· Social Mobility through Higher Education: Linking Equality and Diversity with Widening Participation
· Social Mobility through Higher Education: Engaging Adults

· 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

As the briefings are published, they will be made available from http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=11_1
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 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.
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