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1. Introduction and Context
This Social Mobility through Higher Education topic briefing on The Role of Targeting is published by Action on Access, the national widening participation co-ordination team. It draws on policy guidance, 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; 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 targeting their widening participation activities and the targeting guidance available to assist them. It also explores the implications and approaches institutions might wish to consider to assist them with further development in this area.
Targeting promotes social mobility by focusing widening participation activities and resources on the most disadvantaged groups in society. In 2007 HEFCE published guidance on targeting
. The document provided guidance to Aimhigher partnerships for the implementation of the Aimhigher programme from August 2007, and encouraged HEIs, along with schools, colleges and local authorities, to incorporate it into their outreach activity. The 2007 targeting guidance informs this briefing. The guidance sought to refine target groups, provide a methodology to improve the effectiveness of targeting and set out a process for measuring its success. 

The guidance confirmed that the two main target groups are young people aged 13-19 from groups that are under-represented in higher education (HE), and adults under 30 from groups that are under-represented in HE. More specifically, the guidance identified the following groups:

· People from lower socio-economic groups

· People from disadvantaged socio-economic groups who live in areas of relative deprivation where participation in HE is low

· Looked-after children in the care system

· People with a disability or a specific learning difficulty – the critical factor being the disability rather than social position 

The guidance stressed the importance of work with primary-aged children, a message which was subsequently reinforced in the 2008 National Council for Educational Excellence recommendations
.

The targeting process was identified as having three stages:

· Stage 1: area-level targeting, which involves working with identified specific schools, colleges and communities
· Stage 2: learner-level targeting, which means identifying specific individuals within schools, colleges and/or communities
· Stage 3: monitoring the effectiveness of targeting procedures
Identifying specific schools, colleges and communities is not particularly problematic. A range of measures can be used, including educational achievement, progression rates and wider indicators of disadvantage such as the Index of Multiple Deprivation. 

Extending targeting to the level of the individual is, however, complex and challenging. First, working with a sub-group of school/college students from within a class group raises equity concerns for teachers and schools which may be exacerbated by parental pressure. There are also practical challenges associated with splitting up classes, especially in relation to student supervision and staff cover for two rather than one group of students
. Second, collecting data relating to the learner’s social class is problematic and something which Aimhigher partnerships, schools and colleges have all reported difficulties with. In May 2010 HEFCE wrote to Aimhigher partnerships ending the requirement to provide data on socio-economic background. The principle of ‘first in the family’ was also not as straightforward as it appeared, given the complexity of HE qualifications and modern families. The guidance made it clear that in applying the principles there had to be a degree of pragmatism, negotiation and flexibility, based on judgement, local knowledge and institutional context. 

2. How Institutions are Addressing Targeting

One aim of the 2007 guidance was to encourage HEIs and Aimhigher partnerships to refine their practices in order to maximise the impact of their outreach activity through more effective targeting. In order to examine how HEIs are using targeting to improve widening participation and promote social mobility, this topic briefing draws on the Action on Access review of institutional WPSAs
.

The WPSAs highlight that outreach work with schools and colleges is a central element of widening participation. All the WPSAs make reference to links with schools, including academies, and 101 institutions (78%) refer to collaborative work with colleges. 49 HEIs (38%) make reference to their links with primary schools and  92 HEIs (71%) provide details of more formal partnerships with schools. Most school/college links are at the local level and the number of links varies significantly. Some links result from the provision of initial teacher training (ITT) and do not therefore appear to directly support widening participation work. Research
 however suggests that HEIs could be utilising their ITT links with schools to support their widening participation activities further.

From the WPSA analysis, it is not possible to clarify the extent to which this work with schools and colleges follows the targeting guidelines issued by HEFCE because few institutions say why they select the schools they work with. The distinction between recruitment and aspiration-raising outreach work remains blurred and it is difficult to quantify the degree to which the work of institutions with schools and colleges is aimed at the target groups. 

Where target groups for outreach activity are identified they do not all follow the HEFCE guidance. Analysis of the WPSAs identifies 20 specific learner groups that are targeted (see Table 1 below), of which seven can be said to reflect the 2007 guidance. These are: disabled students; young people from NS-SEC 4-7 and low participation neighbourhoods; young people from a care background; those defined by Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) criteria; first generation entrants; and work-based learners.
Table 1: 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%


Institutions are using a range of terms and associated definitions to target students from lower socio-economic groups, including state schools, NS-SEC 4-7, first in their family entrants, low participation neighbourhoods and Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD). There is not sufficient information given in the WPSAs to quantify the numbers involved that fall into these categories, and there is a significant likelihood of overlap as different definitions could apply to the same learner. For example, a first generation entrant might also come from a low participation neighbourhood and institutions may be using multiple targeting criteria. Of the other groups being targeted by institutions some are referred to in the guidance, for example, BME groups, gifted and talented and primary school-aged children, although they are not expressly core target groups. It should be recognised that although BME students as a whole are not under-represented in HE, they may be within some institutions, and specific BME groups are under-represented nationally. The WPSAs indicate that this range of groups is targeted in colleges and schools but that they also often include further targeted groups, including mature learners (69 institutions - 53 %) and work-based learners (56 institutions - 43%).

There are complexities around defining the target groups. As well as planning that takes account of national guidance, institutions will want to carefully research their targeting to take into account the characteristics of their local population, their geography and their mission. It is essential that, where activities are targeted at widening participation students, the definitions and criteria being used are agreed and common across all departments of the HEI to ensure a coherent approach. It is preferable that all departments working with widening participation students contribute to the debate but abide by the agreed guidelines. 

A number of HEIs report that they work within a local Aimhigher infrastructure and with Aimhigher colleagues. This informs their targeting of schools, colleges and individual learners, and therefore is informed by the HEFCE guidance on targeting. These institutions explicitly recognise the value of Aimhigher in identifying target learners and schools, providing data sources and promoting benefits of scale. It is not possible however, from the information given, to quantify how much of the outreach work described in the WPSAs falls within the guidelines. The ending of funding for the Aimhigher programme at the end of July 2011 sharpens the need for HEIs to learn from the Aimhigher experience and embed effective targeting into their own institutional pre-entry widening participation work.

The analysis of the WPSAs shows that the range of groups that individual institutions, and the sector as a whole, is targeting is broad, and the extent to which this corresponds to national guidance is mixed. This is not to suggest that institutions should not have multiple target groups to achieve their widening participation priorities, but clear target groups and effective targeting that conforms with HEFCE guidance will contribute to improving the outcomes and impact of widening participation strategies and specific interventions. Institutions wishing to charge higher tuition fees (£6000 or more) now have to submit, and have approved, an Access Agreement to the Office for Fair Access (OFFA)
. This will require institutions to set ‘stretching targets’, including statistical targets about how representative their student body is, and, for some institutions, their success in student retention. HEIs are also required to make measurable progress over a five-year period. This increased level of scrutiny may encourage institutions to think more carefully about the targeting of both their access and retention interventions, making full use of the HEFCE 2007 Guidelines.
3. Targeting Students in Higher Education

A limited number of institutions have explicitly recognised in their WPSAs that targeting students pre-entry and diversifying their student intake has potential implications for how the student experience is delivered. A related but less acknowledged issue is the extent to which specific groups should be identified and targeted for continued monitoring and support in terms of retention, student success and transition into employment once they are in HE. It is widely accepted that institutions have a responsibility to enable students to be successful in HE, but most do not report targeting widening participation groups within HE for specific retention interventions. This may suggest that institutions have rejected the simplistic notion that widening participation per se negatively affects student success and completion rates. Rather, institutions are evolving more sophisticated and sensitive ways of identifying and/or following up students who are ‘at risk’ of failing and/or withdrawing. Identifying ‘at risk’ students is more likely to be based on observed behaviour or performance, such as low attendance, poor grades in early assessed work, or perceived lower levels of skill or confidence, than on personal characteristics. Personal tutors are increasingly being used to identify and support these students
.

4. Measuring and Evidencing Success

The HEFCE guidance on targeting outlines two success criteria with regard to the most intensive activities such as summer schools, mentoring and other concentrated or on-going engagements. The criteria are the proportion of learners from socio-economic groups NS-SEC 4-8 and the proportion from deprived areas. In both cases HEFCE suggests that an initial target of two thirds of participants is needed to meet the criteria. In order to determine how effective an institution is at targeting, it needs to collect quality data from participants on its activities. HEFCE suggests that learner data should include:

· Occupation of main wage earner in the learner’s household

· Educational background of parents/carers

· Ethnicity, age and sex of the learner, and any disability they have

· The home postcode of the learner and the postcode of the school, college or training provider 

In reality the data collected needs to be tailored to the intended target group before any activity takes place. This has proven very difficult for HEIs relying, as they often do, on the goodwill of schools and colleges. Most HEIs will collect data from attendees at events and in some case this data could inform the targeting for more intensive work later. 
Despite the difficulties, collecting data to measure and evidence the extent and effectiveness of an institution’s targeting policy and strategy is only the first phase; it is equally important to know the impact of an intervention on the target group. Thus, it is critically important to ascertain the extent to which the intervention has reached or engaged the target group, and it is critical again to determine the impact of the intervention on the target group. However, this may not be easy as HEI outreach takes place in and alongside other HEI strategies and interventions and therefore is not always easy to differentiate or disaggregate.

In order to evaluate their targeting strategy institutions might consider setting success criteria, including baselines, targets and milestones, in relation to:
· The schools, colleges, communities and employers they engage with as part of their widening participation activity
· The background of the individuals who participate in widening participation-funded activities
· The proportion of those students from target groups who apply to the institution
· The proportion of the students from target groups who are admitted to the institution
· The retention and completion rates of targeted students in relation to peers
5. Implications for Institutions

Overall, institutions are actively targeting their outreach activities especially, for example, where they relate to disability. In the WPSAs institutions reveal that they are less developed in their capacity to measure how successful those activities are. As available resources continue to reduce, rigorous targeting is one way that an institution can more effectively meet its widening participation objectives. Research
 into the targeting practices of Aimhigher partnerships has shown that, in the main, targeting has been seen to:
· strengthen partnerships through opportunities for joint working arrangements

· allow collaboration between schools, HEIs and local authorities

· maximise the impact of the resource

A number of HEIs have taken up the Higher Education Progression Framework
 principles, initiated by Action on Access and developed in partnership with Aimhigher. Acting within this type of framework structures a coherent, consistent programme of support to learners, following through year groups, enabling activities to be shared across institutions and delivering to a well-defined target group. Such collaboration works best within strong partnership working. Participation in the progression framework is one way of ensuring that activity is appropriately targeted.  

Pressure on student numbers in HEIs (which may be caused by increased student demand in the short-term and a reduction of places in the longer-term) may result in some institutions shifting from being predominantly recruiting institutions to selecting institutions for many more courses. For institutions to retain students and be able to demonstrate commitment and progress towards widening participation, effective targeting is crucial. Effective targeting means institutions developing their capacity to implement targeting mechanisms, to monitor their effectiveness, and to evaluate the impact of interventions on students from targeted groups. The need for comprehensive data, together with the ability to monitor activity and draw meaningful lessons through evaluation, is paramount. 
6. Reflective Questions
The following reflective questions are intended to assist institutions to critically review the issue of targeting, both in relation to their WPSA and the undertaking of their work in the area of widening participation, equality and diversity more generally.

1. Can a targeting strategy can be more precisely defined within your institution’s widening participation and other related policies?
2. How can your institution learn from Aimhigher practice in the areas of targeting and take advantage of the benefits of continued collaborative working?
3. Does your institution need to reassess its current target groups and definitions, aligning them with the 2007 guidance? (bear in mind both national and local issues around widening participation)
4. Do you know what data is necessary to monitor and evaluate success criteria, and how to collect and analyse the data?
5. Do you need an institution-wide review of the collection and use of data as a tool to measure success?
6. What do changes indicated by the new government in relation to target groups mean for your institution’s strategies and policies, e.g. changes to 14-19?
7. What provision is needed for ongoing support to students at the institution from a target group?
7. Action on Access Resources

7.1. 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: Engaging Adults

· 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
7.2. 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
7.3. 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
7.4. 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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