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Executive Summary

About the Review

In 2009 every English higher education institution (HEI) was requested to submit a Widening Participation Strategic Assessment (WPSA) to the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE). Further education colleges (FECs) with more than 100 full-time equivalent directly-funded higher education (HE) students were also required to submit a WPSA with HEFCE advising that “the scale of the higher education provision should be reflected in the detail”. 

Colleges were asked to report on four topics:

· The commitment to widening participation 
· The college’s overall aims for widening participation, what it hopes to achieve in three years and how this will be measured
· A list of activities designed to widen participation in HE
· The levels of resource committed to widening participation.

Action on Access, the national widening participation co-ordination team, undertook a thematic review of the 129 WPSAs prepared by HEIs. This complementary report on the FEC WPSAs provides a descriptive overview of the ways in which colleges were approaching widening participation in their HE provision in 2009 and what their plans were for the next three years. Some use has been made of NVivo software to interrogate the WPSAs using particular themes and searches for key phrases, but the report also depends on a sampling of the WPSAs. The aim is to identify effective practice and to highlight the particular and distinctive approaches of colleges to widening participation in HE. The report is based on the 83 WPSAs submitted by FECs to HEFCE.

Findings from the Review

The Commitment to Widening Participation 

1. There is evidence of a high level of commitment to widening participation in HE as part of overall college missions, with a focus on inclusion and equality of opportunity for all and at all levels, and in serving the needs of local communities and employers. 

2. Widening participation is addressed in institutional HE strategies. Whilst few FECs have a separate widening participation to HE strategy, there is extensive reference to a range of whole-institution policies and HE policies identified as supporting widening participation.

3. The organisational arrangements to support widening participation tend to be dispersed throughout FEC structures and processes.  Responsibility for widening participation does rest with a few named individuals but is widely dispersed across the institution in teaching and service areas with high levels of functional integration to support access and progression for FE and HE students,. Many FECs have a HE manager, or similar post, which plays a co-ordinating role with regard to widening participation, providing cross-college management and coherence with regard to the HE student experience.  There is evidence of separate organisational arrangements and specific roles and responsibilities for employer engagement to foster development around curriculum and other services and engage work-based learners.

4. The FEC WPSAs give only a partial view of FEC HE provision. Smaller colleges were not required to report and colleges with only indirectly-funded HE were exempt. The request for WPSAs also did not include reporting on the significant amount of higher-level education delivered by colleges which is funded from other sources, such as, at the time, the Learning and Skills Council, in addition to direct HEFCE funding.

Overall Aims for Widening Participation, Targets for Achievement in the Next Three Years and How This Will Be Measured

5. FECs tend to see, and therefore describe, the majority of their provision and related support activities as contributing to widening participation. Data on student profiles confirm that colleges are successful in attracting a high proportion of students to HE from under-represented social groups, including national target groups. The definitions used in the WPSAs to describe the current student profile and future target groups in relation to widening participation are, however, very broad and include part-time and work-based students, mature students, those recruited from local schools, ethnic minorities, disabled students and those variously described as from disadvantaged backgrounds, ‘widening participation postcode’ areas and low-participation neighbourhoods. Not all of these groups are specific target groups for general widening participation activity in their own right as defined within the HEFCE guidance on targeting. Nor is it clear from the WPSAs how the needs of the groups identified by FECs relate to the broader issue of under-representation from lower socio-economic groups and disadvantaged socio-economic areas. This suggests there is scope for the HEFCE guidance on targeting widening participation activity to be more rigorously applied in FECs.  

6. Most colleges provided information about their targets for the next three years relating to attracting particular social groups, and undertaking widening participation activities.  Much target-setting and development work focuses strongly around seeking to increase the number of students from groups already studying at the college. The WPSAs contain very little information regarding arrangements for monitoring and evaluating the impact of widening participation activities.

7. Colleges do not have access to suitable external benchmarking data for widening participation in HE in FE.  The availability of such data may assist FECs with their target setting, monitoring and evaluation.   Consideration should also be given to publishing data on student profiles linked to widening participation indicators, such as social class and post-code areas, which is collected through the Individualised Learner Record (ILR). This would provide a better understanding of HE in FE student profiles and the contribution of FECs to widening participation.

Activities Designed to Widen Participation in Higher Education 

8. [bookmark: _GoBack]Using the WPSAs to systematically identify the particular and distinctive approaches of colleges to widening participation compared to HEIs is difficult due to variations in the range and depth of information provided and in the use of evidence to substantiate the assessment.  Nevertheless, a number of areas are highlighted in the WPSAs which, although relating to processes common to many HE providers, indicate ways in which colleges have developed distinctive approaches which contribute to widening participation.  These include, for example, active community engagement, working with employers to engage local work-based learners, and developing approaches to admissions which recognise a broad range of prior learning as acceptable for entry to HE and provide high levels of individual advice and guidance prior to entry. There are also strong focusses on monitoring student progress, and developing teaching and learning approaches and student services which recognise the needs of underrepresented groups. 

9. FECs have a developed range of strategies to facilitate widening participation: work with Aimhigher and Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNs); outreach activities with local schools; the development of progression agreements and entitlements; the development of student support services; varied direct and indirect engagement with employers; the development of curriculum and new provision including Foundation Degrees; flexible and blended provision including delivering smaller units of learning, part-time study opportunities, distance learning through information learning technologies, bridging courses, accredited and non-accredited taster courses; and non-standard entry including accreditation of prior and experiential learning. There is widespread commitment to ensuring that widening participation is linked to the student lifecycle, to learning and teaching approaches and to student support. Most FECs refer to work to improve internal progression from Level 3 to their HE courses.

10. FECs have a strong history and tradition of very varied partnership working with local schools, other colleges, HEIs, employers, sector skills councils and other stakeholders.  It is clear that LLNs have provided effective frameworks through which many colleges have developed and extended local and regional partnership working to widen participation over the past few years. 

11. Colleges have embraced the development of new curriculum and qualification types, for example Foundation Degrees, and new modes of delivery to engage students and meet local needs. These developments have enabled the development of new curricula in collaboration with employers, facilitating engagement with part-time work-based learners, as well as with younger students attracted to vocational study. 

12. The level of information in the WPSAs relating to admissions policies and processes is varied but demonstrates use of accreditation of experiential learning for entry and progression for those without traditional qualifications, a willingness to recognise learning from a broad range of qualification types as acceptable entry criteria to HE, and a holistic approach to selection. Fees policies have also been used to support admissions, with several colleges keeping fees to the minimum level in an explicit attempt to maintain student participation  and many others setting fee levels above the minimum which are, nevertheless, sensitive to the potential impact of higher fees on student applications.

The Level of Resource Committed to Widening Participation

13. The WPSAs indicate that resources allocated to widening participation activities are derived from a variety of funding sources, including, but not limited to, HEFCE funding.

14. Colleges interpreted the request for information on resource allocation for widening participation in different ways and responded with a variety of methodological analyses and levels of detail. The diversity of responses may in part be linked to confusion about which funding sources should be reported on in a complex funding environment with high levels of commitment to social inclusion and progression for all students, as well as the difficulties of disaggregating expenditure on services that have widening participation as only one of their purposes.
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1. Report Introduction
In 2009 every English higher education institution (HEI) was requested to submit a Widening Participation Strategic Assessment (WPSA) to the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE). Further education colleges (FECs) with more than 100 full-time equivalent directly-funded higher education (HE) students were also required to submit a WPSA, with HEFCE advising that “the scale of the HE provision should be reflected in the detail”. HEFCE saw the WPSAs as allowing colleges to expand on their Access Agreements “to provide a more comprehensive account of their commitment to, and success in, widening participation.”

Colleges were asked to report on four topics:

· The commitment to widening participation
· The college’s overall aims for widening participation, what it hopes to achieve in three years and how this will be measured
· A list of activities designed to widen participation in HE
· The level of resource committed to widening participation.

All the WPSAs submitted by FECs addressed these four topics though the level of detail and amount of information provided in the WPSAs is varied.  Some colleges supplied multiple documents to support the assessment, including a range of policies and strategies relating to equality and diversity, teaching and learning, curriculum and admissions. In other cases, only a single WPSA document was submitted.  The WPSA documents also vary in the depth of analysis provided and in the use of evidence to substantiate the assessment. 

A total of 83 colleges submitted WPSAs. This does not reflect the totality of HE in FE provision (estimated at around 10% of all non-postgraduate student numbers according to College Key Facts 2011, published by the Association of Colleges, see http://www.aoc.co.uk/en/research/college-key-facts.cfm).  Colleges with only indirectly-funded HE were also exempt, although information regarding indirect provision (e.g. through ‘franchise’ arrangements with universities) was included in HEI responses. The request for WPSAs also did not include reporting on the significant amount of higher-level education delivered by colleges funded from other sources, such as, at the time, the Learning and Skills Council, in addition to direct HEFCE funding.  The report, therefore, cannot give a completely full picture of HE provision and widening participation in the college sector as this could only be obtained by considering all provision, however funded and irrespective of scale.   

It is recognised that in the time since the WPSAs were submitted in 2009 a very different landscape has emerged and is still unfolding.  For example, major changes are being made to funding with cuts in public funding for teaching and the raising of the ceiling for tuition fees to £9,000 a year. The recently published White Paper contains many proposals relating to funding, student numbers and regulation, aimed at creating a diverse and competitive higher education system. The White Paper recognises the strengths of FECs in reaching out to non-traditional learners and contains proposals to implement measures which may allow colleges to expand their higher education numbers  It is not clear what impact these, and other changes, will have on widening participation and on the providers of higher education.   Nevertheless, it is hoped that this topic briefing will provide a helpful overview for FECs and other stakeholders as they work their way into and through the new environment. 

The recent WPSA monitoring reports submitted to HEFCE in January 2011, requesting the same information from FECs as from HEIs, may provide further insight into practice and monitoring and how this has developed since 2009 and enable comparisons across HE providers. 

[bookmark: _2._Analytical_Approach]2. Analytical Approach 
Action on Access undertook a thematic review of the 129 WPSAs prepared by HEIs[footnoteRef:1]. This complementary report on the FEC WPSAs provides a descriptive overview of the ways in which colleges were approaching widening participation in their HE provision in 2009 and what their plans were for the next three years. The aim of the FEC review was to identify effective practice and to highlight the particular and distinctive approaches of colleges to widening participation in HE.  [1:  Thomas, L., Storan, J., Wylie, V., Berzins, K., Harley, P., Linley, R. and Rawson, A. (2010) Review of widening participation strategic assessments 2009.  Ormskirk: Action on Access, available from http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=19_4] 


NVivo software was used to interrogate the FEC WPSAs using searches for key words and phrases associated with particular themes.  The relevant extracts generated from the search were read together to elicit information across the FEC WPSAs and provide an indication of the frequency of reference to particular issues in the documents.  Further analysis was then undertaken on a sample of 38 submissions to gain a deeper understanding of themes and pursue additional lines of enquiry that were identified through the NVivo search and reading of the FEC WPSAs. The sample was selected to reflect the geographical distribution of colleges and the relative size of HE provision. However, the analysis did not systematically compare regions or relative size of HE provision.

Seventy-eight FEC WPSAs were included in the NVivo analysis which focused on the WPSA statements and did not interrogate any of the additional supporting documents submitted.  Four of the original college submissions could not be incorporated into the NVivo analysis process because of technical difficulties. One college did not submit a WPSA document but sent a number of existing strategies, policies and other documents.  The additional sampling process of 38 submissions which was also used in the analysis made use of all documents supplied where appropriate. 



[bookmark: _3._Widening_Participation]3. Widening Participation Strategy and Institutional Approach

3.1. Commitment to and Understanding of Widening Participation
In explaining their approach to widening participation, FECs make frequent reference to their mission statements, corporate plans and core values.  The concept of widening participation is often linked to inclusion and equal opportunity. Providing progression opportunities for all learners, not just HE students, is regarded as being at the core of colleges’ missions and inseparable from the college values.  The following examples are extracted from introductory statements in WPSAs submitted by colleges of varying size and in different geographical locations:

“[X] College is an inclusive college.  Widening participation is at the core of our activity.  We aim to increase participation across the full range of ability, social background, ethnicity, gender and age, thereby enhancing life chances for all.”

“There is no separate widening participation strategy for the institution since widening participation is fully integrated and embedded within all aspects of the institution and is fully aligned to the vision and mission of the institution, institutional policies and strategies.”

In general, mission statements reflect the aim of colleges to serve and support local communities through the provision of education and training at all levels and the desire to inspire people to take up such opportunities. Although direct references to in/exclusion and disadvantage are not common in college mission statements, widening participation is interpreted in the WPSAs as being integral to college aims and there are extensive references to helping individuals meet their potential and fulfil their aspirations. The following examples are from college mission statements: 

“[X] College believes in the power of education to make a difference to people’s lives and to the achievement of their full potential.” 

“Our mission: outstanding learning which develops skills, raises aspirations and changes lives.” 

Awareness of mission in relation to geographical place is common to all FECs. College mission statements and corporate strategic plans frequently state their commitment to providing for and serving local/regional community and employer needs.  For instance:

“[X] College will be proactive in the economic and social development of the region, working in partnership to provide access to high quality education and skills training to meet the needs of individuals, employers and the wider community.”

“To provide the highest quality education and training that is inclusive, matches and supports the needs of our diverse learners and the local and regional economy.”
 “We are at the heart of the community, committed to helping all individuals meet their potential and fulfil their aspirations through the development of learning and skills, and to the social and economic advancement of the whole community.”

Most colleges see their FE and HE programmes as already delivering to under-represented or disadvantaged students, whether in the community or the work place. The analysis of student profiles presented in the WPSAs supports this.  Whilst some colleges do demonstrate good awareness of national widening participation targets and make direct reference to these in their analyses and planning, most WPSAs present an interpretation of widening participation understood in terms of a broad definition of under-representation and embracing a variety of social groups. Not all of these groups are specific target groups in their own right as defined in the HEFCE guidance on targeting disadvantaged learners[footnoteRef:2].  For example, the proportions of ethnic minorities, disabled students, mature, work-based and part-time students, as well as those from areas of social and economic disadvantage, that comprise the current student profile are frequently cited as evidence of success in widening participation.  [2:  HEFCE 2007/12 Guidance for Aimhigher partnerships and higher education providers, available from http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2007/07_12/] 


3.2. Links to Higher Education Strategies
In January 2009 HEFCE required all colleges with directly- and indirectly-funded provision to submit a Higher Education Strategy. In their guidance[footnoteRef:3], HEFCE made a link between Higher Education Strategies and WPSAs, stating that “widening participation will form an integral part of most Higher Education Strategies” (HEFCE 2009/13, paragraph 41).  45 FECs make reference to a Higher Education Strategy in their WPSA submissions. Some simply make reference to this in an appendix to the WPSA while others engage in a more detailed discussion in the body of the WPSA. Not surprisingly, many FECs regard their Higher Education Strategy as being a key vehicle for widening participation in HE.  The term ‘widening participation’ is frequently used explicitly in relation to Higher Education Strategies (unlike the general college mission statements) and is identified as a key objective of the Strategy, sometimes linked to recognition of HEFCE priorities for widening access and participation, and often linked to objectives related to employer engagement, lifelong learning and raising student aspirations.  The strategic aims for HE extracted from a review of the WPSAs contain statements such as:  [3:  HEFCE 2009/13 Request for higher education strategies from further education colleges, available from http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2009/09_13/  ] 


“Meet the needs of our learners and respond to the HEFCE priority of widening access and participation.”

“To raise aspirations of learners and participation in HE, particularly from the nationally under-represented groups.”

“Widen participation, improve access and enhance progression opportunities for students into and through higher education.”

The majority of Higher Education Strategies make reference to the aim of expanding HE provision to provide locally accessible (including internal) progression opportunities at Level 4 and beyond and to contribute to the development of higher-level skills in the community. Specific widening participation actions identified in the Higher Education Strategies include curriculum development and flexible provision (e.g. the development of Foundation Degrees and part-time provision), the development of progression routes and agreements, employer engagement, provision of information, advice and guidance, consideration of fees and bursary policies, monitoring of admissions processes, outreach and other partnership activities.  These activities are discussed below.

3.3. Links to Other Institutional Policies and Priorities
Not surprisingly, given the embedded approach to widening participation described by colleges, there were references to a range of other institutional policies and strategies in the WPSAs identified as supporting student access. The following table shows the frequency of mentioned links with various policies, strategies and/or documents.

Table 1:  Frequency of Mentioned Links with various Policies, Strategies and/or Documents

	Strategy/Policy/Priority
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Widening participation strategy
	55
	71%

	Access Agreement/fees policy
	51
	65%

	Admissions strategy 
	48
	62%

	Higher Education Strategy 
	45
	58%

	Strategic plan, corporate plan 
	36
	46%

	Mission statement
	34
	44%

	Equality and diversity policy
	19
	24%

	HR strategy 
	9
	12%

	Employer engagement strategy 
	7
	9%

	Estates or facilities strategy 
	4
	5%



Widening Participation Strategy 
A large number of WPSAs make reference to ‘widening participation strategy’ as a set of intentions and actions. Only a few FECs claim to have a specific written strategy for widening participation which is separate to the college strategic plan and the Higher Education Strategy. 

Access Agreement/fees policy
At the time when the WPSAs were submitted a small number of colleges had Access Agreements in place. Some colleges without Access Agreements in place state that they have not produced Access Agreements because they wish to charge lower fees to attract non-traditional learners.





Admissions Strategy
The frequent reference to ‘admissions strategy’ may in part be a response to HEFCE’s guidance[footnoteRef:4] on the development of WPSAs in the request published in January 2009. This included admissions as a key theme and a suggestion that institutions may wish to append their admissions policy to the WPSA. Some colleges provided a copy of their admissions policy, whilst others reproduced parts of their admissions policies in the WPSA document.  [4:  HEFCE (2009/01) Request for widening participation strategic assessments (Bristol, HEFCE). http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2009/09_01/] 


Equality and Diversity Policy 
Although only 19 WPSAs make explicit reference to a strategy or policy in this area, 42 FECs make reference to the concept of equality and diversity when discussing their widening participation approach and plans. 

Employer Engagement Strategy 
Despite the small number of references to a strategy in relation to employer engagement, a very high proportion of WPSAs make reference to their work with employers as key to their widening participation activities. 

3.4. The Strategic Organisation of Widening Participation
The analysis of college missions and strategies outlined above suggests a high degree of strategic integration with regard to the aim of widening participation. The analysis of WPSAs submitted by HEIs identified evidence of three principal types of strategic organisational arrangement to take forward widening participation work within institutions: a centralised widening participation team or unit; widening participation dispersed or mainstreamed into academic and service functions; and hybrid arrangements, with shared responsibilities for widening participation which is co-ordinated centrally.  

The information about organisational structures which support widening participation in FECs is patchy because colleges were not explicitly asked to comment on how their widening participation work is organised and this theme was not included in the NVivo text search.  However, analysis of available information suggests that FECs mostly adopt a mainstreamed approach, with responsibility for widening participation not resting with a few named individuals but widely dispersed across the institution in teaching and service areas and high levels of functional integration to support access and progression for all students. 

There is also evidence of hybrid arrangements. Although there was only one reference to separate units or organisational arrangements with specific responsibility for widening participation in HE, colleges do more generally identify posts such as Aimhigher co-ordinator, and some service area posts which are designated with special responsibility for such activities as outreach and pre-entry work with schools and supporting progression to HE. Some posts, particularly in colleges with larger HE student numbers, have a remit to work with particular groups of HE students. For example, there are references to HE disability support roles, and colleges comment on the provision of study skills support especially tailored to the needs of non-traditional students. A few colleges identified posts associated with college involvement in Lifelong Learning Networks designated with HE curriculum development and progression responsibilities.

There is frequent reference to posts having particular responsibility for HE management, for example, a HE manager, co-ordinator or director. Given the widely reported commitment to widening participation as part of the Higher Education Strategies of colleges, it is likely that such post-holders do have a co-ordinating function with regard to widening participation, providing strategic direction, as well as cross-college management and coherence with regard to the HE student experience.  

It is also the case that many colleges have specific organisational arrangements and specific roles and responsibilities for employer engagement to foster business development around curriculum and other services. Some colleges referred to these organisational structures when referring to their work with work-based students and vocational progression in HE.

[bookmark: _4._Widening_Participation]4. Widening Participation Practice
4.1. Student Profile
What do the WPSAs tell us about the profile of HE students in FECs? Whilst not all the WPSAs report on student profile, many do, making it possible to make some broad generalisations about the make-up of the HE population in the FE sector. However, it was often unclear whether the data referred only to directly-funded learners, to directly- and indirectly-funded learners, or to the whole higher-level student population, including non-prescribed provision. 

A text search was made of the WPSAs to identify references to student characteristics and learner groups identified in the documents. For example, the references to mature students were obtained by searching for ‘adult learners’, ‘mature learners’ and ‘mature students’ whilst class as a target group was searched using the word ‘class’ and ‘NS SEC 4-8’ and ethnicity by searching for references to ‘BME’ or ‘ethnic’. Table 2 indicates the main groups which were mentioned in terms of frequency and percentage.

Table 2: References to Main Learner Groups

	Groups and characteristics
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Ethnicity
	65
	83%

	Disability
	62
	79%

	Gender
	60
	77%

	Apprenticeships
	58
	74%

	Internal progression
	55
	71%

	SEN
	41
	53%

	Mature students
	39
	50%

	Work-based learners
	32
	41%

	Low-participation neighbourhoods/IMD
	28
	36%

	Disadvantaged
	23
	29%

	Under-represented groups
	6
	8%

	First in family
	5
	6%

	Social class
	5
	6%

	Care background
	2
	3%

	Prisoners/ex-offenders
	1
	3%



Ethnicity and disability have the most frequent references in the WPSAs as they did in the HEI WPSAs. Although black and minority ethnic (BME) groups are not an access target group as defined in the HEFCE targeting guidance[footnoteRef:5], the frequency of references to ethnicity can be explained by reference to the significance of this issue in the equality and diversity policies in colleges. The focus on ethnicity also reflects both the location of some colleges in ethnically diverse areas as well as the appreciation in others of the need to increase the representation of particular ethnic groups in their student profile to better reflect the diversity within the communities they serve. The prominence given to apprentices, work-based learners and mature students is not surprising given colleges’ links with employers, training providers and their local communities.  [5:  HEFCE 2007/12 Guidance for Aimhigher partnerships and higher education providers, available from http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2007/07_12/] 


Many WPSAs contain a detailed breakdown of their student population. For example: 

“[Students] largely come from within a 15 mile radius of our designated HE campus. All students have a state school background. Over 70% are recruited from social classes III. IV, V and over 50% come from low-participation neighbourhoods.”

“12% of students at the College were on HE programmes;
74% of students on HE programmes were mature learners, i.e. in the age range 25 and over;
12% of students live in areas, by post code, with traditionally low participation rates in HE;
37% of HE students were from black and minority ethnic (BME) groups;
14% of HE students were in work.”

 “There are currently some 630 full-time equivalent students pursuing higher education qualifications in 2008/09 and below is a summary of their key characteristics:
44% are female
60% are studying part-time
67% are over the age of 20
37% are over the age of 30
37% are recruited from addresses which attract the widening participation uplift
10.6% have a learning difficulty and/or disability
6% are from an ethnic minority.”

It is clear from the information on students that there are high proportions of ‘non-traditional’ students in many colleges. The most common characteristics are that the majority of learners are local and over 21 years of age when they start their programme, a high proportion are studying part-time and a large proportion of entrants are from disadvantaged and/or low-participation neighbourhoods. Direct comparison with HEIs is not possible using information from the WPSAs because not all submissions contained statistical information on student profiles. Also, institutions are using a variety of terms including disadvantaged, under-represented, first in family, as well as making references to social class categories and post-code areas, to identify widening participation groups, with some concepts conflated.
 
The gender balance, the proportion of part-time to full-time students, the proportion of BME students and those from low-participation neighbourhoods vary according to the programme offered and in relation to the characteristics of the local area. Disability is regularly reported with a cluster around 6-7% of HE students. Colleges clearly reflect their catchment areas both in their FE and HE student profiles.  For example, colleges in large urban areas typically have a large proportion of learners from ‘widening participation post codes’ with figures of over 40% of such learners regularly reported (also variously called ward uplift post codes, deprived area post codes, deprived boroughs, deprived super output areas, Polar 1 and 2). Such colleges are also characterised by a large proportion of local students, often over 70%, from within the borough or town in which they are located, and by significant numbers of students from ethnic minorities - in the case of some London colleges over 40%. In general, the proportion of BME HE students in colleges exceeds the proportion of ethnic minorities in the local population.

4.2. Activities Designed to Widen Participation
The WPSAs demonstrate clearly that FECs contribute to widening participation in HE in three ways: as providers of pre-entry HE qualifications (e.g. Level 3 and Access); by working in partnership with organisations and stakeholders to improve progression into and through HE; and as providers of higher-level qualifications.  

The WPSAs indicate a range of activities with which colleges engage to widen participation and these are described below. The range of activities includes those aimed at the colleges’ own FE students who may progress to other colleges or HEIs to take HE qualifications, or who may progress internally, as well as activities focused externally and designed to attract students into the college HE provision.  Working in partnership with other stakeholders to fulfil mission and corporate plans is mentioned by many FECs.  There are extensive references to Lifelong Learning Networks and Aimhigher as well as other colleges, schools, HEIs, employers and local councils as collaborators. Such activities are supported by work to develop new provision (e.g. curriculum pathways designed to facilitate progression into and through HE) and to enhance support to improve learner retention in HE for students who may have little previous experience of formal learning.

Partnership with Higher Education Institutions
The WPSAs demonstrate a wide and rich variety of relationships with HEIs through franchising and validation arrangements for HE programmes, progression and top-up agreements for Foundation Degree learners, as members of Lifelong Learning Networks and Aimhigher partnerships and as members of regional partnerships and consortia for higher-level skills. Other links include support for the progression of learners with disabilities, opportunities for FEC staff development and scholarly activity and the development of local university/HE centres. Some colleges have a partnership with just one main HEI whilst others specifically state that they are developing partnerships with a number of HEIs locally and sometimes nationally. Particular mention is made of the importance of additional widening participation allocation income received from partner HEIs for indirectly-funded provision.

The following is an example of the multi-HEI partnership strategy adopted by many FECs:

“In total the College has validation, partnership or franchise arrangements with five HEIs and with Edexcel for NVQ 4/5 and while this might be seen as increasing the complexity of forthcoming Integrated Quality Enhancement Review by the Quality Assurance Agency for HE, the College finds it advantageous to share best practice with a range of universities.” 

The known tensions in relationships with partner HEIs caused by funding arrangements is not evidenced in the WPSAs, although some larger mixed economy colleges indicate an interest in acquiring degree awarding powers. The evidence from the WPSAS suggests that FECs see their partner HEIs as significant in their widening participation strategy in relation to accessing HE funding to support students, providing validation of awards designed by FECs to meet local need, franchising arrangements in relation to delivering university curriculum, and providing progression opportunities from, for example, Foundation Degrees to Honours level.  

Pre-Entry Activity and Links with Schools, other FECs and Employers 
All WPSAs make reference to a range of pre-entry activities targeted at their own Level 3 students, as well as students in local schools and other colleges, and work with employers. These activities are intended to raise aspirations, aid recruitment to college HE courses, prepare students to enter HE, provide information, advice and guidance, as well as contributing to wider mission aims relating to local social and economic development. Activities listed in the WPSAs include visits to local schools, providing taster sessions and master classes, ‘stepping up’ sessions to prepare for HE study, summer schools, internal HE fairs, open days, attendance at UCAS fairs, and targeted marketing. Progression agreements with schools, colleges and HEIs, which include enhanced information, advice and guidance, and arrangements to facilitate progression into and through HE were listed by many colleges, especially in the context of work with Lifelong Learning Networks targeted at vocational learners and curriculum pathways. There is also evidence that some colleges were beginning to give attention to developing progression to their HE programmes from local schools through the use of progression agreements focused on the broader curriculum. Activity with employers to engage work-based learners is described below. 

Aimhigher 
Partnerships with Aimhigher and Lifelong Learning Networks figure prominently in the WPSAs and are often referenced together. Aimhigher, for example, is referred to by 79 colleges and although the level of funding is usually modest it is clearly providing a stimulus for a range of widening participation activities not all funded by Aimhigher. For example:

“The College is actively engaged in all Aimhigher activities in its locality.  It is represented on the [X] Aimhigher Steering Group.  It puts on widening participation activities such as tasters for local school children and takes part in the full range of Aimhigher summer schools, both putting these on in College and sending students to attend events at other institutions.  The annual financial allocation received by the College from the Aimhigher budget is currently £15,000 and this is used as a contributor to the range of widening participation activities described through the whole of this document.”  

Whilst colleges refer to involvement in the whole range of Aimhigher activities, including outreach in schools, master classes, ambassador schemes, information, advice and guidance, and Aimhigher Associates, they are often providing a specific focus on vocational and work-based pathways into HE for younger learners both in the college and in partner schools. There are fewer references to colleges engaging with Aimhigher as providers of HE although a minority did relate their Aimhigher activity to their own HE provision.

“College events, visits and outreach activities funded though Aimhigher informs students about opportunities for progression both at [this] College and nationally.  Tutors aim to raise the aspirations of potential HE applicants and encourage them to apply for the most appropriate destination, wherever appropriate encouraging them to apply to a university.”  

“[We] deliver a range of Aimhigher activities in local schools that increase progression from within the [borough] area to [the college’s] University Centre by 50% each academic year.”

In summary, college engagement with Aimhigher is strong and extensive and in some cases enhances support provision through the appointment of staff, including guidance workers. There is evidence for the embedding of some Aimhigher activity and, in a few cases, a commitment to continue the work beyond Aimhigher’s funding period. 

Lifelong Learning Networks, Vocational Progression and Progression Agreements
Unsurprisingly, Lifelong Learning Network engagement is also evidenced in information, advice and guidance and progression agreements, supported by the development of Foundation Degrees funded through additional student numbers, which is central to the work to widen participation for vocational learners. Progression agreements figure prominently, including with schools, HEIs, and with other FECs. A number of colleges refer to having developed progression or curriculum maps which identify progression pathways from Level 1 through to higher levels both within and beyond the college. Some colleges have developed internal progression agreements. 

Internal Progression
Much greater prominence has been given to this area, partly due to the requirement to report on internal progression in Higher Education Strategies, and this is reflected in the WPSAs. For some colleges, internal progression is seen as central to their approach to widening participation.  

“The College’s contribution to widening participation is demonstrated through the support and encouragement given to Level 3 students and those who progress via non-traditional routes to aspire to higher education, whether by progressing within College or onto another higher education institution.  For example, in 2008/09, around 50% of 1st year and 1 year students recruited to higher education programmes, progressed from within the College itself.”  

“There has been an increasing reliance on students progressing internally within the College onto full-time higher education programmes from the College’s own Level 3 feeder courses.  In most cases full-time higher education courses have been established to provide progression routes and to encourage such progression. Progression rates from Level 3 programmes are now strong in most full-time programme areas, and this has contributed to the College now being the most popular destination for its own full-time 18/19 year olds progressing to university level education.”

Barriers to internal progression are recognised, including the lack of suitable HE programmes within the FEC to allow progression, and a number of colleges identify the need to develop more internal curriculum progression routes for vocational learners. For example:

“We intend to make available progression routes in all vocational areas for all our Level 3 students to move onto a Level 4 programme.”

Lack of FE staff awareness and promotion of HE opportunities in the college are also highlighted as an issue in some WPSAs. One college noted that:

“Internal progression rates from Level 3 to higher education courses at the College vary by subject area and have remained static over many years.”

It is encouraging that a significant number of colleges are monitoring their rates of internal progression and are therefore able to set targets for increasing such progression over the ensuing three years. Quoted rates of internal progression from Level 3 to HE in colleges vary greatly, ranging from 2-3% to over 50% with most in the range of 20-30%.
 
Strategies for increasing internal progression include setting progression targets which are supported by:

· Providing more Level 4 opportunities, including Foundation Degrees
· Aligning the FE/HE interface in the college
· Internal marketing and awareness-raising
· Higher quality information, advice and guidance for Level 3 learners, including one-to-one careers education and guidance
· Taster days and other events for Level 3 students
· Working with Aimhigher to identify widening participation cohorts within the college’s FE provision
· HE summer schools and campus visits (where there is a separate HE campus)
· Developing internal progression agreements and progression entitlements
· The appointment of a progression manager for both internal and external progression.

Internal progression from Level 5 to top-up Honours Degree was also considered to be important by a number of the larger colleges, therefore establishing an internal progression ladder from Level 1 to Level 6.

There is recognition in some of the WPSAs that as well as developing internal progression for Level 3 learners, progression to other providers of HE in the region, especially for vocational learners, needed more attention and that improved information, advice and guidance was necessary. One college made a decision not to seek to increase the rates of internal progression, regarding them as good already, and that students benefitted from having a range of local HE choices.

Employer Engagement and Work-Based Learners
41 colleges refer to employer engagement and 58 to apprentices, and whilst work-based learners may not always fall within HEFCE target groups in terms of class or family history many colleges, as members of Lifelong Learning Networks and other local partnerships, have been encouraged to support the progression of those already in the workforce into HE as an under-represented group. They are therefore seen as a target group in their own right, linked to national and local higher level skills priorities and government aims to promote the progression opportunities of vocational learners.  For example:   

“Close working with local employers is another key approach to ensuring wide participation in HE at the College. In particular, the forming of partnerships with employers in the development of a strong portfolio of Foundation Degrees.” 

“Research has found that students following a Vocational Education and Training (VET) pathway contribute towards widening participation rather than merely increasing participation, largely due to a greater likelihood, on average, of learners following VET pathways being from disadvantaged backgrounds. Therefore we will continue our engagement with employers, offering a range of vocational skills to local businesses, up to and including Level 4 qualifications.” 

Colleges see employer engagement as important in relation to whole college strategies with frequent references to employer engagement units, training arms and other arrangements designed to facilitate the development of employer relationships. Providing progression routes from Level 3 to 4, and developing new HE provision to facilitate progression, is also highlighted in the WPSAs.  A significant number of colleges refer to the need to further develop this area of work; an implication that there is much yet to be done. For example:

“The College has recently expanded its capacity to respond to the needs of employers in the establishment of [X] which is the College's training arm. Through the activities of [X] we aim to further develop HE provision with employers assisting and improving their sustainability through a time of economic downturn. We believe that Foundation Degrees could provide an expansion of the work-based learning route and will support learners who wish to progress their education to a higher-level but who wish to remain in work. We believe this will meet the needs of many in the community.

“Such provision will facilitate the college aspiration of supporting local people to play an active part in the regeneration of their communities and by developing higher-level skills.  It will facilitate progression to HE, for students and trainees from Level 3 programmes. The provision will continue to build on college-wide excellence in employer engagement and learning in the workplace.  It will thus allow the college to continue to actively pursue the widening participation agenda.”

Building on existing expertise is highlighted in the WPSAs, with several references to Centres of Vocational Excellence (CoVEs) as the foundation for the development of higher-level programmes to encourage progression from Level 3. There are many examples of colleges working closely with employers and representative bodies, such as Sector Skills Councils, to develop progression opportunities and new provision. One college reported on:

“Working with local industry to develop bespoke qualifications to engage learners to return to learning in their chosen discipline, for example, the Foundation Degree in Food Manufacturing designed for the food processing industry which is a significant sector in [X].”

Overall, approaches to targeting work-based learners include:

· Developing new Foundation Degrees (including applying for Foundation Degree awarding powers)
· Providing bite-sized chunks of learning linked to identified employer needs
· Part-time and flexible provision including distance learning
· Partnerships with HEIs in regional progression frameworks
· Working with Lifelong Learning Networks to develop progression agreements to HE courses in specific economic and occupational sectors
· Establishing employer forums to better understand employer needs.

Work with employers and employees is central to the work of most colleges at all levels and such learners are seen as a distinct target group both in a widening participation context and in the context of whole college strategies. At HE level, colleges have long and successful experience of delivering Higher National Certificates and Diplomas, Foundation Degrees, and professional qualifications. Many of these learners may be regarded as non-traditional but may not conform to the national widening participation targets which were developed with HEIs rather than FECs in mind.  Further analysis by FECs of their work-based learners may be useful to better understand their backgrounds in relation to previous qualifications, postcodes, and disability.   

Flexible Learning 
The WPSAs identify a range of curriculum design, content and organisation features which aim to support widening participation, including flexible modes of delivery (e.g. part-time learning; block and other forms of concentrated delivery) which take account of work and family commitments,  the use of accreditation of prior (certificated and experiential) learning to facilitate entry and progress through qualifications,  bridging courses, introductory modules or accredited taster programmes, year zero programmes, providing smaller units of learning, and  the use of technology including virtual learning environments and e-portfolios.

The development of Foundation Degrees in particular vocational specialisms, often in co-operation with local and regional employers, features very prominently in the WPSAs. Guaranteed progression from Foundation Degrees to top-up Honours Degrees, either in the college or in partner HEIs, is identified in many WPSAs. However, funding constraints and a cap on numbers is frequently mentioned, with colleges mostly dependent on additional student numbers for new Foundation Degree developments. The use of bite-sized units of learning is a common strategy for attracting employees and non-traditional learners to college courses, but colleges are unable to offer such provision using direct HEFCE funding.

Support and Retention
Learner and learning support strategies to aid retention on HE courses are prominent in the WPSAs with a number of colleges attaching their learning support policy, and teaching and learning strategy/policy, as evidence. Colleges make a direct link between their recruitment of ‘non-traditional’ learners and the need to provide appropriate support throughout the student lifecycle to ensure retention. For example, one large mixed economy group college observed that:

“Success in meeting the widening participation agenda has resulted in a student population that increasingly has need of academic and personal tutoring and staff have devoted a substantial amount of time to providing the support or directing students to the College guidance service.”

One smaller college talks of a “nurturing environment”, a second of “modes of delivery to suit working, family and life commitments”, whilst another describes: “a robust tutorial programme which supports both the pastoral and academic needs of students.” There are frequent references across the WPSAs to the use of information learning technologies to facilitate distance learning and access, and the provision of study skills support, as well as the provision of impartial information, advice and guidance.

Several colleges make direct reference to small cohort sizes and high levels of contact time as part of their overall strategy to support students. There is also reference to differentiated and personalised approaches to learning, and to the benefits received by HE in FE students because of whole-college approaches to the support of student achievement and strong traditions of student support in the FE sector. 

Admissions
A large proportion of WPSAs made reference to admissions. College admissions policies are frequently attached to the WPSAs or significant portions of the policy are reproduced in the text of the WPSA. Three models of policy are evident: an integrated admissions policy with no differentiation between FE and HE; an integrated policy statement but with differentiated consideration of HE procedures; and a separate HE admissions policy.  Where a separate policy is in place some colleges have aligned this to the Quality Assurance Agency code of practice on student admissions[footnoteRef:6]. In a number of cases, colleges indicate that admissions policies are in development and plans for improvement are outlined. [6:  Quality Assurance Agency (2006) Code of practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in higher education, Section 10: Admissions to higher education, available from: http://www.qaa.ac.uk/Publications/InformationAndGuidance/Pages/Code-of-practice-Section-10.aspx
] 


Many applicants seek non-standard entry to courses, often without formal qualifications, and some colleges are already operating, or are developing arrangements for accreditation of prior and experiential learning at admission as well as providing bridging and taster programmes. There are extensive examples of colleges recognising learning from a wide range of vocational and professional qualifications for entry to HE, especially from work-based students.

4.3. Target Setting and Milestones
Colleges were asked by HEFCE to look at their overall aims for widening participation, what they hoped to achieve over the next three years and how this might be measured.  Most Colleges provided information about targets relating to attracting particular social groups, and targets as the outcomes of widening participation activities.

The target groups identified in plans, in order of frequency, for the next three years include: 

· Internal Level 3 students 
· Young people from local schools and 6th forms
· Young people from particular socio-economic groups, those from ‘ward-uplift’ postcode areas and those from low participation neighbourhoods
· Ethnic minority students
· Disabled students
· Work-based students, including apprentices
· Care leavers. 

Colleges also identified a range of targets as outcomes of specific actions relating to widening participation. For example:

· A percentage increase in the number of students from targeted social groups  
· A percentage increase in number of students progressing internally from Level 3 to Level 4 
· An increase in the number of Foundation Degrees, and other new curricula (e.g. Apprenticeships and Advanced Diplomas) to support progression into and through HE 
· Improved retention and achievement rates on HE courses
· A specific number of progression agreements in place to support progression
· De-segregation of curriculum areas, e.g. in relation to gender
· Improved tracking and monitoring of students 
· Greater use of accreditation of prior learning procedures in admissions
· More targeted marketing
· Achievement of the Frank Buttle UK Quality Mark.

It is noticeable that, in the majority of cases, targets relating to particular social groups reflect current college student profiles with few examples of plans to attract new groups. A high proportion of targets are expressed numerically but it is not always clear how the target has been arrived at. 

Colleges use internal data from student enrolment records, management information systems and data generated for external funding returns (e.g. the Individualised Learner Record)  to analyse their current positions (e.g. in relation to gender, ethnicity, disability and post-code) and set targets. Colleges generally do not make reference to or use external widening participation benchmarking or performance indicators, such as the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) data used by HEIs, because comparable national data sets are not available for HE in FE.  This absence of external benchmarking is noted in some instances with an associated recognition of the need to generate internal data to track students and measure impact of widening participation activities. For example:

“As an HE in FE provider the benchmarking data collected through HESA is not currently available to us. It is our intention, via the WPSA, to systematically develop accurate and meaningful longitudinal data over a three-year period to enable us to measure the impact of specifically targeted widening participation activities.”

4.4 Monitoring
Most colleges provided some information about how they would monitor achievement of widening participation targets with varying levels of detail.  A variety of internal mechanisms is identified involving individual post-holders and committees.  Many colleges indicate that monitoring of widening participation is integrated into the whole college annual planning and performance monitoring processes. For colleges with larger HE provision, monitoring is undertaken through separated structures for HE management, with links to the whole college monitoring and planning cycle. For example:  

“Widening participation will be monitored throughout the student lifecycle through the annual review processes at all levels of institutional practice. Progress on widening participation will be monitored through the Assessment, Learning and Teaching sub-committee of the HE Academic Board and will be reported annually to the Academic Board. Outcomes of the review process will feed into and be informed by the Development Plan for the institution on an annual basis. The Development Plan will ensure that there are sufficient resources provided to support activities in widening participation and enhancing progression into HE across the institution. In addition, the institution will fully engage in the annual reporting process for WPSA in December each year.”
A few WPSAs did not provide any information about monitoring and the concept of monitoring was also misunderstood in some cases.  For example, at least one college interpreted monitoring as “success indicators” and then listed them without any indication of how achievement of these would be overseen. 

[bookmark: _5._The_Level]5. The Level of Resource Committed to Widening Participation in Higher Education
The guidance[footnoteRef:7] addressed specifically to colleges in the request for WPSAs asked for information relating to the resource committed to widening participation in HE, including the widening participation allocation.  The broader guidance provided in the same document suggested that institutions may wish to make reference to two tables provided in the annex of the document to report on investment. The tables requested information on amounts spent on widening participation activities, and on what amount of total investment in widening participation comes from different funding sources.   [7:  HEFCE (2009/01) Request for widening participation strategic assessments (Bristol, HEFCE). http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2009/09_01/] 


Most FEC WPSAs provide a description of amounts spent on different activities, with many also identifying the source of funding. The most frequently mentioned funding sources were HEFCE widening participation targeted allocations, as well as funding derived from higher tuition fees (where there were Access Agreements), Aimhigher and Lifelong Learning Networks. For example: 
 
“Direct income generated in 2008/9 from HEFCE sources for widening participation activities includes the widening participation allocation (£ . .,) Aimhigher (£. . .) and Higher Futures (£. . .). To deliver the activities, a dedicated team of staff has been developed. These include Aimhigher officers and administration (£ . . ) and Higher Futures Sector Development, information, advice and guidance and administration (£ . ..) Aimhigher and Higher Futures activities absorb a further (£ . .) (UCAS support, summer schools, HE visits, Learn 2 Lead, confidence-building activities, school-based activities, etc.).

Some colleges, using the guidance in the tables appended to the request, attempted to estimate the proportion of total investment in widening participation coming from different funding streams. The following three examples illustrate interesting differences with regard to the selection of funding streams included in the analysis and the proportional contribution of these sources to WP investment.  Costings provided in the WPSAs were expressed in £s, the following tables show the proportion of investment from particular funding streams  
	Funding stream
	Proportion of total Widening Participation Investment (%)

	HEFCE widening participation allocation (including mainstream disability allocation)
	93%

	HEFCE teaching grant
	5%

	HEFCE teaching enhancement and student success allocation
	

	Other HEFCE funds 
	

	Charitable sources
	

	Student fee income
	2%

	Other private income (e.g. endowments)
	

	Other 
	





	Funding stream
	Proportion of total Widening Participation Investment (%)

	HEFCE widening participation allocation (including mainstream disability allocation)
	4%

	HEFCE teaching grant
	14%

	HEFCE teaching enhancement and student success allocation
	

	Other HEFCE funds 
	

	Charitable sources
	

	Student fee income
	44%

	Other private income (e.g. endowments)
	

	Aimhigher
	5%

	Learning and Skills Council
	33%



	Funding stream
	Proportion of total Widening Participation Investment (%)

	HEFCE widening participation allocation (including mainstream disability allocation)
	36%

	HEFCE teaching grant
	9%

	HEFCE teaching enhancement and student success allocation
	

	Other HEFCE funds 
	

	Charitable sources
	

	Student fee income
	

	Other private income (e.g. endowments)
	

	Other (College’s own resources)
	55%



Some WPSAs contained statements regarding difficulties in providing details of the amount spent on different activities, as well as problems identifying the funding sources of this activity (especially non-HEFCE funding which might contribute to widening participation). These difficulties were attributed to the embedded nature of widening participation activity across both FE and HE, and the consequent problems of disentangling funding sources and the allocation of costs. For example: 

“The College operates an integrated programme which includes higher education, Aimhigher, Higher Futures, information, advice and guidance, student support, schools liaison and marketing activities. Our student cohort across all levels contains a high percentage of vocational and work-based learners, and over 60% eligibility under Aimhigher criteria. Added to the College’s strategic commitment to access and success for disadvantaged learners, it could be argued that the entirety of the higher and further education budgets…. is targeted either directly or indirectly at widening participation.” 

“It is very difficult to put an exact budgetary figure against the widening participation spend of the College. Due to our commitment to widening participation we invest heavily in strategies to promote inclusion; our youth worker teams, specialised curriculum, the enrichment programme, our learning resource centres and significantly, our accommodation strategy, designed to offer high quality accessible buildings and resources to local under-represented communities which have a positive impact on widening participation.” 

It is evident that the issue is not just one of complexity in relation to reporting. Many colleges indicated that resources committed to widening participation in HE and supporting HE students, are derived from a variety of sources, including non-HEFCE funds intended to support the 14-19 curriculum and adult learners not engaged in prescribed HE, and they felt strongly that this needs to be understood as part of their contribution to widening participation. 

In conclusion colleges interpreted the request for information on resources in different ways and responded with a variety of methodological analyses and levels of detail. The diversity of responses may be linked to confusion about which funding sources should be reported on in a complex funding environment, as well as the difficulties of disaggregating expenditure on services that have widening participation in HE as only one of their purposes within a wider college environment committed to social inclusion and progression for all students and where much of the resource is directed to those purposes.  

[bookmark: _6._Conclusion]6. Conclusion
Taken together the 78 FEC WPSAs draw attention to a high level of commitment to widening participation in HE as an integral part of overall college missions to be inclusive and serve the needs of local communities. Colleges make a substantial contribution to widening participation and lifelong learning though providing routes into and through HE for younger and mature students drawn mostly from the local area. Information provided in the WPSAs on student profiles strongly suggests that colleges are successful in attracting a comparatively high proportion of students from widening participation target groups, as well as other under-represented groups such as mature and work-based learners. 

The WPSAs describe a wide range of activities undertaken by colleges to widen participation.  These include offering progression opportunities from their FE programmes and developing new provision (e.g. Foundation Degrees and BA/BSc ‘top-ups) to attract younger students and respond to employer needs for work-based and vocational provision. There are extensive references to supporting students (through enhanced tutor contact, study skills provision, information, advice and guidance, etc.) and increasing accessibility through developing more flexible modes of delivery and using blended and e-learning. The WPSAs indicate widespread use of accreditation of prior learning (including experiential, non-accredited learning) in the admissions process and a willingness to recognise learning from a wide range of qualifications as suitable entry criteria to courses. 

It is apparent from the WPSAs that partnership working is a key element in the colleges widening participation activities.  A high proportion of the reports refer to employer engagement work, links with local government and regional development agencies, and with schools.  Partnership with HEIs through Lifelong Learning Networks and other collaborative provision arrangements is also highlighted as enabling widening participation through, for example, facilitating the development of curriculum, providing access to funding for student places and establishing progression agreements to Level 5.  Issues to do with the sustainability of FEC and HEI partnerships and the implications for widening participation in colleges are not highlighted in the WPSAs and it will be interesting to monitor this in the context of the implementation of new arrangements for funding HE, and any further changes as a consequence of the HE White Paper. 

The WPSAs reveal that the future intentions of colleges with regard to target groups and widening participation activities tend to focus on increasing the numbers, and ensuring the retention and achievement, of existing groups within the student profile. In the absence of external benchmarking data relating to HE in FE, such as that provided through HESA for HEIs, information about evaluating the impact of widening participation activities tends to focus on progress and achievement (e.g. in recruitment and retention) against the college’s own track record.  There is very little information about measures to evaluate the impact of specific activities. This may be due to the guidance to colleges regarding the WPSAs which required less detail than expected of HEIs in relation to evaluation.  However, it may also indicate a need for colleges to undertake more detailed evaluation of activities in order to effectively plan strategies and enable continuous improvement. 

Explicit reference to the HEFCE targeting guidance[footnoteRef:8] is not evident in the WPSAs although many submissions make reference to “HEFCE priority’’ and/or “nationally under-represented/target groups” in their analysis of their current student profiles and description of plans for the future.  Where target groups for future widening participation activity are identified in the WPSAs they do not all reflect the HEFCE guidance. For example, many institutions identify black and minority groups, and very few make reference to care leavers. Institutions use a variety of terms when describing the targeting of students from lower socio-economic groups, including disadvantaged, first in family and those from low-participation neighbourhoods. As with the analysis of the HEI WPSAs this may indicate that colleges need to make better use of the targeting guidance in defining target groups and planning activities.  [8:  HEFCE 2007/12 Guidance for Aimhigher partnerships and higher education providers, available from http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2007/07_12/] 


Over the past five years there has been increasing recognition of the role and contribution of colleges to widening participation and several initiatives to engage colleges in aspects of policy development and implementation. This is evident, for example, in the 2006 HEFCE consultation on HE in FECs[footnoteRef:9] which acknowledged the role that colleges will play in attracting groups which are under-represented in HE overall.  In their request for HE strategies from colleges in 2009, HEFCE invited colleges to consider widening participation as part of their overall approach to HE. The recent report analysing the Higher Education Strategies submitted to HEFCE in 2010[footnoteRef:10] confirms that colleges are including their commitment to widening participation in their strategies. The request for WPSAs puts colleges on a level playing field with HEIs in relation to the requirement to be publicly accountable for the funding they receive to support widening participation and how they are maintaining accessibility in the context of higher tuition fees.  [9:  HEFCE 2006/48 Higher education in further education colleges: consultation on HEFCE policy, available from http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2006/06_48/  ]  [10:  HEFCE 2010 Analysis of further education colleges’ Higher Education Strategies, available from http://www.hefce.ac.uk/learning/heinfe/  ] 


The WPSAs demonstrate that colleges are at different stages of development with regard to such matters as the targeting, monitoring and evaluation of widening participation activities. It may also be the case that with already comparatively high proportions of students from lower socio-economic groups, and success in attracting other under-represented groups, the challenges and decisions faced by many FECs in relation to taking a strategic approach to widening participation are different to those of HEIs.  In this context there is scope to engage FECs in more close dialogue with policy-makers and other stakeholders regarding their contribution to widening participation and for HEFCE and Action on Access to work with FECs in developing guidance to assist colleges in effective planning and targeting.
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[bookmark: _8._Glossary]8. Glossary
BME		Black and ethnic minority
FE/FEC	Further education/Further education college
HE/HEI	Higher education/Higher education institution
HEFCE	Higher Education Funding Council for England
NS-SEC	National statistics socio-economic classifications
WP		Widening participation
WPSAs	Widening Participation Strategic Assessments
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