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The UK has a long way to go before those from less advantaged backgrounds participate in higher 

education at rates comparable to their more privileged peers. The biggest barrier to progress on 

widening participation is the persistent socioeconomic gap in early and subsequent school attainment, 

which means that far fewer people from disadvantaged backgrounds achieve the qualifications 

traditional for academic (level 3) post-16 routes, and so the qualifications usually required for university 

enrolment (Gorard 2018). Fewer still achieve the grades levied by the most academically selective 

institutions, and courses. Widening participation therefore must consist of a range of effective 

approaches. First is to overcome chronic socioeconomic disadvantage in society, but this is beyond the 

scope of education itself, and is a longer-term solution. The second is based on efforts to narrow the 

socioeconomic gap in school attainment, but the intractability of this gap means that this will be at best 

a medium term solution, and so cannot be the only line of attack. What is needed, too, are efforts to 

make higher education more accessible to those whose disadvantaged circumstances have curtailed their 

educational attainment to date.  Initiatives such as contextualised admissions policies which take into 

account the impact of socioeconomic background on prior attainment could make a significant 

difference, but only if such interventions are targeted effectively, and only if universities are willing to 

help bridge the attainment gap by means of pre- and post-enrolment learning support for disadvantaged 

students, where this is necessary. Even then, the majority of young people from disadvantaged 

backgrounds will remain outside the frame for university without increased provision of high quality 

second-chance education including university courses with open admission policies. 

 

 

1. Introduction  

 

High rates of participation in higher education have become a hallmark feature of wealthy countries 

around the globe (Marginson 2016) and the UK is no exception. Currently around half of all young 

people (up to age 30) participate in higher education in the UK (DfE 2017), up from just five percent at 

the start of the 1960s and only fifteen percent by the late 1980s (Boliver 2011). As in many other 

countries, this expansion has been driven largely by the State and has been accompanied by a parallel 

drive to widen access to higher education and its benefits to all socioeconomic groups. In the early 

1960s, the UK government commissioned a Committee on Higher Education to investigate the societal 

need for and economic viability of an expanded higher education system. Motivated by a concern to 

maintain the UK’s competitive position within the international economy and a concern with matters 

of social justice, the Committee’s report (better known as the ‘Robbins Report’) set out proposals for a 

substantial and rapid expansion of the UK higher education sector based on the “guiding principle” that: 

 

“…all young persons qualified by ability and attainment to pursue a full-time course in higher 

education should have the opportunity to do so.” (Committee on Higher Education, 1965, p.49) 

 

This sentiment has been echoed in virtually every UK government policy document relating to higher 

education in the intervening years, including the 1991 White Paper which set out plans for a second 

major wave of higher education expansion in the 1990s (DES, 1991), and the 2003 White Paper which 

proposed what was then an ambitious target for the higher education participation rate of fifty percent 

(DfES 2003).  

 

Decades of widening access policy have succeeded in increasing the absolute rate at which those from 

socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds participate in higher education. However, because 

participation rates have increased for all social groups, the socioeconomic gap has reduced but remains 

substantial. In 2014/15, the gap in the higher education participation rate had dropped 10 percentage 

points over 15 years, but remained 33 percentage points lower for those whose parents held blue collar 



jobs or were small-scale self-employed (NS-SEC categories 4-7) relative to those whose parents held 

white collar jobs, and 35 percentage points lower for state-educated young people who had received 

free school meals compared to those who had not (Harrison 2018). 

 

Importantly, this progress in widening access to higher education in general has not been matched by 

equivalent improved access to the UK’s most prestigious universities. Small increases in the absolute 

rates at which those from less advantaged backgrounds attend more prestigious universities have been 

matched by similar growth for more advantaged groups (Harrison 2018). Consequently, Russell Group 

universities – the self-proclaimed ‘jewels of the crown’ of the UK higher education system – saw the 

proportions of their entrants who were from state-maintained schools, lower social class backgrounds, 

or neighbourhoods with low overall rates of participation in higher education, remain quite stable 

between 1997/8 and 2014/15 (Boliver 2015). At the hyper-prestigious universities of Oxford and 

Cambridge, one in three students comes from fee-paying private schools, even though fewer than one 

in ten attend such schools nationally (Good University Guide 2019). The UK is not unique in this 

respect. Across the globe the most prestigious higher education institutions and programmes continue 

to be disproportionately accessed by students from the most advantaged socioeconomic groups 

(Marginson 2016). Indeed, in the context of high rates of participation in higher education in general, 

the continued over-representation of socioeconomic elites in forms of higher education that are 

perceived to be qualitatively ‘better’ is a key way in which inequality is ‘effectively maintained’ (Lucas 

2001, Boliver 2016). 

 

Widening access to higher education generally, and to more prestigious forms of higher education in 

particular, matters because of the potential substantial returns to higher education credentials in the 

labour market. The average earnings of degree holders are more than twenty-five percent higher than 

the earnings of non-graduates (Conlon and Patrignani 2011), and those holding degrees from Russell 

Group universities earn ten percent more than the average graduate after controlling statistically for a 

range of individual-level characteristics (Belfield et al. 2018). And although less than one percent of 

the British public attended the universities of Oxford or Cambridge, Oxbridge graduates account for 

three quarters of all senior members of the judiciary, and more than half of all government cabinet 

ministers and senior civil servants (Social Mobility Commission 2014). Unsurprisingly, therefore, 

widening participation in higher education is often regarded as a crucial means of increasing social 

mobility, of ensuring that routes to positions of power and privilege are accessible to those from 

disadvantaged as well as advantaged backgrounds. 

 

In this chapter we examine the obstacles to progress on widening participation in the UK at or near the 

admission stage, focusing on the impact of socioeconomic disadvantage on school attainment which 

renders many disadvantaged young people either ineligible for higher education or uncompetitive as 

university applicants. In light of this we consider the possibilities for further and faster progress towards 

more equitable access to higher education via contextualised university admissions policies which 

involve substantial reductions in academic entry requirements for designated socioeconomically 

disadvantaged applicants, and a commitment to nurturing the potential of disadvantaged students once 

at university where necessary. We also consider the limits of widening participation, highlighting first 

that even bold contextualised admissions policies will leave many disadvantaged people who lack post-

16 qualifications outside the frame for university. We argue that widening participation policies should 

encompass this constituency of learner too by providing access to high quality forms of second-chance 

education and to university courses with open admission policies. We support the idea of widening 

access in combination with effective mechanisms for disadvantaged groups to retain and complete the 

degree qualification. We also discuss a further and more fundamental limitation of the dominant 

discourse on widening participation, that a university degree is a prerequisite of access to a secure and 

well-paid job (Brown 2013). We push back on this assumption and ask why should it be so 

consequential for people’s socioeconomic prospects whether they went to university or not?  

 

2. Obstacles to widening participation 

 



By far the biggest barrier to widening participation in the UK is the persistent socioeconomic gap in 

school attainment. For example, state educated pupils in eligible for free school meals (an official 

indicator of being from a low income family) perform less well than their non-FSM peers in GCSE 

examinations taken at age 16, with an average ‘Attainment 8’ score of 35 out of 80 compared to 48 out 

of 80 (DfE 2018a). Unsurprisingly then, pupils eligible for free school meals are much less likely than 

non-FSM state school pupils to gain the subsequent A-level and equivalent qualifications often required 

for university admission by age 19 (only 36% attaining a level 3 qualification compared to 61% of non-

FSM pupils). This disparity has remained constant for at least ten years (DfE 2018b). When those 

eligible free school meals do obtain A-level (or equivalent) qualifications, they are less likely than their 

more advantaged peers to achieve the highest grades. The upshot is that the majority of 

socioeconomically disadvantaged young people will not obtain the credentials required for admission 

to higher education, less still for admission to the most prestigious institutions.  

 

There are a number of reasons for these differences in average attainment between SES groups, some 

of which are beyond the scope of this chapter. But two things are clear. Disadvantaged students are 

more likely to face challenges that could hinder or disrupt their education, and they tend to have less 

support than they could, being more likely to be clustered in schools with others like them (Gorard 

2018). Such social ‘segregation’ between schools in the UK is linked to reduced aspirations, and lower 

than expected participation in academic post-16 routes. Some aspects of policy, such as the Pupil 

Premium, are intended to help overcome the poverty gradient in school attainment. Others, such as the 

removal of the Education Maintenance Allowance in England, the promotion of selective grammar 

schools, and the increasing differentiation of types of schools, may even work to exacerbate the 

situation.  

 

Therefore, for the foreseeable future, applicants to higher education will continue to be stratified by 

SES and other characteristics linked to their prior attainment at school. If these qualifications are 

accepted as completely valid and fair then the intakes to HE will also be stratified by the same 

characteristics. However, if it is accepted, as it should be, that qualifications can be influenced by earlier 

and ongoing challenges in life, then either these challenges must be taken into account, or entry to HE 

must no longer depend on prior qualification.  

 

 

3. The possibilities of widening participation  

 

One promising means of partial redress is the use of contextualised admissions policies involving 

significantly reduced academic entry requirements for clearly socio-economically disadvantaged 

learners, in recognition of the fact that their school attainment is unlikely to do full justice to their 

academic potential. This approach is made possible because academic entry requirements have been 

rising over 20 years, not out of pedagogical necessity, but because the ‘market’ can bear an increase in 

the ‘price’ of entry (CoWA 2016; Boliver, Gorard and Siddiqui 2017; Boliver, Powell and Moreira 

2018). Therefore allowing some students to enter any course with somewhat lower qualifications should 

not unduly burden either them or their peers. The average acceptance rate of the lower grades has 

slightly improved in the highly selective universities while less selective universities have boosted their 

entry requirement (Universities UK 2017). This could mean that students are taking courses with higher 

academic challenges and competitive environment. Of course, it is important that this last element is 

true, and to provide assistance once at university so that all students, including those entering with 

contextualised admissions, can realise their potential.  

 

Such a change to admissions could make a marked difference to student intakes. According to our 

calculations (Boliver et al 2017a), a reduction of two A-level grades in entry requirements at the 30 

most selective universities in the UK (e.g. from AAB to BBB at A-level) could increase the number of 

FSM-eligible students at these universities by 50% (from around 1,500 to around 2,250 each year). A 

three grade reduction in entry requirements at Scotland’s most selective institutions (e.g. from AAABB 

to BBBBB in Highers) would more than double the pool of eligible FSM-eligible learners (Boliver et 

al 2017b). 



 

Universities in Scotland and now required to use contextualised admissions, and many other UK 

universities also do so, at least to some extent. However, in Scotland a lot of this is based on an area 

indicator (SIMD) which is not appropriate, and may well lead to a different kind of unfairness in a 

system in which the number of available places is fixed. The majority of disadvantaged applicants do 

not live in the most disadvantaged areas in Scotland (or indeed anywhere in the UK). They will gain 

nothing from area-based admissions, and may actually have less chance of a place than when 

contextualised admissions are not used (Gorard et al. 2017). Similar problems arise where school 

attended is used as a basis for contextualised admissions. Our analyses show that the most valid and 

reliable indicators are based on individual circumstances or characteristics. These include detailed 

information on the most challenging special educational needs/disability (SEND), and the proportion 

of time at school that any student has been eligible for free school meals (FSM). Both calibrations are 

important in picking up the trajectories of the most disadvantaged and lowest attaining students at any 

stage in education (Gorard 2018). Perhaps the way forward is to adopt contextual identification of 

students as combination of reliable indicators.  

 

The widening participation challenges extend beyond identifying disadvantaged students who would 

want to get admission in highly selective universities in the UK. Studying in a selective university 

environment means an expectation to cope with academic competition and university culture of self-

dependence which lead to higher retention of disadvantaged students (Stolk et al. 2007, Crosling et al 

2008). A number of costly initiatives have been implemented which come under the umbrella of 

widening participation interventions, intended to address student retention (Morris and Rutt 2005, West 

et al. 2009). However, these initiatives are not rigorously evaluated for consideration as the best support 

mechanisms for all non-traditional students entering the universities. Contextual admissions strategy 

would perhaps not achieve it aims without an effective support mechanism established in the 

universities for disadvantaged students.  

 

 

4. The limits of widening participation  

 

One major limitation of the contexualised admissions approach is that it only concerns what Gorard et 

al. (2007) called the ‘usual suspects’ – students very like those that already ago to university. There is 

a large proportion of young people who remain outside the frame for university, owing to a lack of post-

16 qualifications (or indeed any qualifications at all). Disadvantaged students are disproportionately 

higher in continuing after compulsory education.    Contextualised admission, and indeed almost any 

current form of widening participation, is irrelevant to them. This re-emphasises the point that the 

contextualised admissions approach is only a partial and temporary solution, and must be conducted in 

parallel with greater efforts to provide a threshold entitlement to a minimum level of education for 

everyone, and to reducing the poverty attainment gap at school.  

 

WP policy should also include accessible high quality second-chance routes into HE for those with 

limited post-16 qualifications. This could involve more universities like the Open University, or more 

courses at traditional universities with open admission policies, or (even better) better ‘second chance’ 

access to existing courses at traditional universities. Perhaps, we will come to realise that prior 

qualifications a poor way of selecting students for university which also lead to social inequalities at a 

wider level. They appear to be an odd proxy mixture of both talent (capability, motivation and 

determination) and SES and other characteristics (hence the level of stratification). It is not permitted, 

in the UK, to select students by age, sex, or ethnicity, and it is not desirable practice to pick them in 

terms of prosperity, or lack of disability either. Yet this is, partly, what is being done when selecting 

them using the proxy of qualifications (Walford 2004). This is the point recognised by the 

contextualised admissions approach – an attempted focus on the talent and untapped potential not the 

SES. But if qualifications are not to be trusted, then perhaps all courses should be open access as 

suggested by Gorard et al (2007) and repeated recently by Blackman (2017).  



 

A further major limitation of the WP discourse as currently constituted is that it can be seen as 

effectively a tool of legitimation for economic inequalities between ‘winners’ (graduates) and ‘losers’ 

(non-graduates). Going to university is regarded as a highly regarded endeavour, and it is represented 

as an essential prerequisite of a secure and well-paid job. The unspoken corollary is that it is acceptable 

that non-graduates are consigned to insecure and poorly paid jobs as long as the competition to avoid 

that fate has been deemed fair, and socioeconomic origin does not determine socioeconomic destination. 

But this kind of ‘social mobility’ approach (that never refers to the ‘losers’) cannot assume equal and 

early material conditions for all. There is a wider social responsibility to (a) reduce the socioeconomic 

gap in school attainment highlighted earlier as the main barrier to WP and (b) to make it less 

consequential to have gone or not gone to university 

 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

So, widening participation to higher education in the UK chiefly involves longer-term action to reduce 

the gap in early school attainment between social and economic groups. This is where the problem of 

access lies. In the shorter-term, it involves open access to high quality opportunities for potential 

students beyond the traditional age. The selection within higher education is a bigger problem, and it is 

here that adjustments made at the admissions stage could be most effective. Contextualised admissions 

to highly selective universities would work easiest in a system of expanding places at universities. 

Otherwise, there is a danger that one kind of unfairness is simply replaced with another (Cliffordson 

and Askling 2006).  Either way, the indicators used for contextualised must be accurate and appropriate 

(Gorard et al. 2017). They must relate to the individual student and not to their area or school. We 

recommend using the proportion of time at school any individual has been known to be eligible for free 

school meals, coupled with age-in-year (or age-standardised qualifications), living in care, and a 

disaggregated SEND indicator focussing on the most serious challenges to school attainment. However, 

we also suggest a need for a national debate on precisely why higher education in the UK is and remains 

internally selective.  
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