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For example, is it…?



Context

• Identified the need to adopt ‘an 
evidence-based approach to 
widening participation activity’, 

• And confirmed, via its 
Objective 10 :

‘ the University will develop and
disseminate research that is 
linked to policy and practice 
regionally and nationally, and 
make use of this research in its 
own widening participation 
activities’



A puzzle and a concern

• Highlighted the 
shortcomings of any 
fixed threshold in 
defining ‘low 
performing’ schools performing’ schools 

• Triggered a wholesale 
Milestones review



The (on-going) Milestones review

• Both of the WP 
Categories …

• and the WP Targets
we specify



Road map of the seminar
• Reviewing the top-down input of ‘the centre’
• …and of bottom-up ones of English HEIs
• Revisiting the rationales HEIs employ (and 

finding them wanting)
• So exploring an alternative (aka the Third Way)• So exploring an alternative (aka the Third Way)
• Some conclusions

Focus – on best (or at least better) practice
for one specific university



Central Scripts 
• On the face of it…

“There is no single definition of widening participation and we have 
not tried to provide one. This guide uses the expression widening 
participation to denote activities to target the individual groups 
that HEIs have identified as under-represented and to ensure 
their success”

HEFCE (2001) ‘Strategies for widening participation in Higher Education’

• But in reality central steerage arises through :

i) Policy ‘guidance’
ii) Performance indicators
iii) Funding formulae  



Steering post Dearing : a ‘category’ head-count 
in policy guidance publications



Performance Indicators (PIs)

• For state school, low socio-economic household 
and low participation neighbourhood students

• Cover a range of potential sources of • Cover a range of potential sources of 
educational disadvantage at the individual level

• HEIs benchmarked against their academic mix 
and intake quality



Differences in performance 1



Differences in performance 2



Funding
• Policy statements from 

1998 – 2008
• To encourage retention and 

recognise school-based 
recruitment costs

• Now based on POLAR ward • Now based on POLAR ward 
categorisation –strong 
boundary effects…

• Imperfect ‘fit’ to school 
catchments…  

• …and no benchmarking



Local scripts
• Lots produced and 

consumed locally, but 
Access Agreements
are externally visible 
and (broadly) and (broadly) 
comparable

• Review of 83 HEIs
from November 2007 
web-site 



So what ‘categories’ are 
identified, and by whom ?
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Other categorisations

1. Performance on PIs (# = 6)

12 - below on all 6 HESA Benchmarks
14 - above on all 6 HESA Benchmarks

2.    Rationale for Targets

27 - externally-based (mostly HESA PIs)
35 - DIY systems
21 - unspecified  



‘Above’ and ‘Below’ groups

Average # 
categories

HESA PIs

Above (14) 2.9 76%Above (14) 2.9 76%

Below (12) 3.5 57%



Russells and MURGs

HEI 
group

‘Below’ 
group

‘Above’ 
group

DIY PI-
based

Russell 6 0 7 1

MURG 1 11 11 16

All 12 14 35 27



Benchmarking problems…

• Criticisms of the ‘quality’ component

• No formal recognition of the Applications-to-
Intake erosion – different ‘processes’ involved

• Lots of potential WP ‘categories’ are sidelined

• Better for widening access than widening 
participation



DIYs are no panacea either
Obvious freedom of a ‘DIY’ system…BUT:

• lack of transparency over selecting categories 
and targets

• Lack of external anchor points

• Open to accusations of being self-serving and 
self-judging



Responding to Bristol’s Milestones 
problem – A Third Way

• Neither benchmarks nor DIY are 
attractive 

• Need to distinguish Applications 
and Intake

• Partly based on University-wide 
consultation

• Partly based on University-wide 
consultation

• But rooted in EDUCATIONAL 
DISADVANTAGE – concern for life 
beyond entry  (unlike DIY and 
Benchmarking) 

• Relevant to Intake WP categories 
and targets



Educational Disadvantage
• May have one or more source(s): individual 

circumstances, household-, school- and family-
based

• Key characteristic that relative ENTRY and EXIT • Key characteristic that relative ENTRY and EXIT 
HE performances of students groups within any 
‘category’ will change

• So entry paper qualifications are a poor guide to 
degree potential



The importance of admitting 
students based on potential

‘…a fair admissions system is one that provides equal 
opportunity for all individuals, regardless of background, 
to gain admission to a course suited to their ability and 
aspirations’ 

Schwartz Review (2004) Schwartz Review (2004) 

‘HEIs should continue to use, and where possible expand 
the range of, all the information available to them to 
identify the best students with the greatest potential to 
reach the highest academic achievement’

National Council for Educational Excellence (2008)



Some Examples



Calculating Intake targets



Some early results - for 2002-2004 entry cohorts





School Performance – takes 
centre stage

• Initial trials show statistically 
significant changes from Entry 
to Exit

• Information available to 
Admissions Tutors at the point Admissions Tutors at the point 
of decision-making

• Appropriate as outreach focus

• But the pre-existing ‘SP’ 
measure is flawed as a long-
term investment



So what do you mean by School 
Performance ? 

• Need to recognise measures based (singly or 
collectively) on:

i) attainment – by student and by exam entry
ii) progression to HEii) progression to HE

• Need for a relative (not absolute) demarcation of ‘low 
performing schools’ – via quintiles

• The resultant extended family of SP measurement 
options needs testing for ‘ED’



‘Best buy’ criteria…

• Significant Entry to Exit changes between 
groups

• Large coverage of UK schools (and • Large coverage of UK schools (and 
applicants)…

• And avoidance of the instability of small 
numbers of ‘low performing’ candidates  



Plus points

• Rigorous – based on a widely-accepted 
‘external’ principle of good practice

• Internally consistent• Internally consistent

• Transparent – not just today…

• Locally-based evidence



Some Pragmatics
• Incomplete data coverage 
• Take-up rates
• Annual monitoring – of ED applications profiles 

and decisions
• In-built time-lag
• Guidance and advice to ATs, not ‘instruction’• Guidance and advice to ATs, not ‘instruction’
• Interpretation of ‘no-ED cases’ 
• Doesn’t help with Applications targets (for 

Outreach work)



and Dynamics

• University WP politics
• HE sector WP politics
• Non-WP influences –

funding, demographic funding, demographic 
dips, school-leaving 
age…

• New categories ? –
first-in-family, single-
sex schools, DOBs… 



Finally – so what do you mean by 
widening participation 1 ?

• We’re spoilt for choice
• Uneasy mix of central steering and local 

’autonomy’…
• …based on an amalgam of pragmatism, • …based on an amalgam of pragmatism, 

self-interest and good intentions
• But still we may need to go back to basics

to specify and justify our own answers…



Finally – so what do you mean by 
widening participation 2 ?

• by doing unto ourselves as we would wish to do to 
others…

• HC Committee of Public Accounts (20th Oct 2008) :

Q - Are you sure that you can maintain academic    Q - Are you sure that you can maintain academic    
excellence as you widen participation ?

A – We think we can

• …but with Institutional support and a good database as 
essential starting points  



For more details (as available)…

Dr Tony Hoare (A.G.Hoare@bristol.ac.uk)





Applications
1.Select categories based on :

• Local consultation
• Wider sector adoption
• Major societal fault lines (class, schooling, ethnicity, neighbourhood)
• Available data

2. Benchmarking via Russell Group medians

3.Acceptance of fully-informed free choices to apply 
elsewhere (or nowhere) 




