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Introduction 

 

Higher education in the United Kingdom expanded rapidly in the latter part of the 20th century and 

into the 21st century. One consequence of expansion, or massification, of higher education, was that 

universities became more diverse, both in terms of their students and staff. A variety of factors 

contributed to the expansion, including policy change in education generally, changing assumptions 

and mores about human capability, and new perspectives on the skills needs of society and the 

supply side of the economy. This chapter will explore some of the features of this expansion of 

higher education in the UK and consider some of the specific contributory factors. The chapter will 

how that universities in the UK have become more inclusive and diverse, but it will challenge the 

notion that they have become inclusive institutions and offer some suggestions on how a further 

shift towards this goal might be achieved. 

 

Participation in higher education 

 

In the early years of the 20th century very few people went to university in the UK, as can be seen 

on Table 1 which shows the number of graduates over the century and beyond. In 1920 there were 

4,357 first degree graduates and 703 higher degree graduates. From this small base the number had 

doubled just before the Second World War. It almost doubled again in the period immediately after 

the War, but the two main periods of expansion were in the 1970s and the 1990s. After the Second 

World War the British government made secondary education freely available to all, but mediated 

entry to different types of schools on the basis of an academic selection test. By the 1960s the 

evidence to justify the assumptions about intelligence embedded in this selective arrangement had 

become somewhat threadbare: the increasingly predominant view was intelligence was malleable, 

rather than fixed, and could not be predicted at an early age. In order to take advantage of the wider 

talent within society most of the UK shifted towards a system of all ability comprehensive schools 

within which opportunity would be more widely available. This change in attitude was mirrored by a 

group commissioned by the government to look at the provision of higher education and it 

recommended a rapid expansion of the university sector (Robbins Report, 1963). 

 

 

Table 1: Number of university graduates with first or higher degrees in the UK, 1920 to 2011 (source: 

Bolton, 2012) 

Year First degree graduates Higher degree graduates 

1920 4,357 703 

1930 9,129 1,323 

1938 9,311 1,480 

mailto:am.gallagher@qub.ac.uk
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1950 17,337 2,410 

1960 22,426 3,273 

1970 51,189 12,901 

1980 68,150 18,925 

1990 77,163 31,324 

2000 243,246 86,535 

2005 278,680 125,085 

2010 330,720 182,610 

2011 350,800 194,270 

 

 

The second period of expansion in the 1990s was also occasioned by a change in government policy, 

was more numerically significant, but involved changes in institutional arrangements. The expansion 

of universities in the 1960s was accompanied by the creation of a new type of tertiary college, the 

polytechnics, which provided degree programmes mainly in applied science and technology. Unlike 

traditional universities they had not have independent degree-awarding powers, but rather had to 

get their programmes validated by a national body. In the 1990s the British government decided to 

convert polytechnics into universities, with their own charters and autonomous governance. A later 

shift in policy in which the teaching income of the universities is largely drawn from tuition fees, 

rather than government grant, also led to the removal of limits on the number of students 

universities could recruit. 

 

Gender and higher education participation 

 

In the first half of the 20th century almost three quarters of the first degree graduates, and almost 

90 percent of higher degree graduates, were men, a pattern which remained intact until 1960, as 

can be seen on Figure 1. This figure also shows that the pattern started to change during the 

expansion of the 1970s, but parity for women was only achieved, for first degree graduates, by 1990 

and, for higher degree graduates, by 2005. For first degree graduates the growth in graduation rate 

for women only levelled out from 2000 onwards, at which point a majority of graduates were 

women. 
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The most recent data on graduation rates provide a more detailed picture. Table 2 confirms that a 

higher proportion of first degree graduates in the UK are women and that the rate of growth in this 

pattern has stabilised. Table 2 also shows that women are now graduating at a higher rate than men 

in taught postgraduate courses and that this rate is still rising, whereas men are graduating at a 

higher rate than women with postgraduate research degrees. For reference purposes data on the 

total number of graduates for 2015-16 are provided in Table 3. 

 

 

Table 2: Percentage of graduates from UK universities by gender and degree level, 2011-12 to 2015-

16 (source: calculated from HESA, 2017a, data) 

  2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 

First degree Women 57 57 57 57 57 

 Men 43 43 43 43 43 

 All 100 100 100 100 100 

       

Postgraduate taught Women 55 58 58 58 59 

 Men 45 42 42 42 41 

 All 100 100 100 100 100 

       

Postgraduate research Women 46 46 47 47 46 

 Men 54 54 53 53 54 

 All 100 100 100 100 100 
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to 2011 (source: calculated from data in Bolton, 2012)
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Table 3: Number of graduates from UK universities by gender and degree, 2015-16 (source: HESA, 

2017a) 

 Women Men All 

Postgraduate research 12,645 14,720 27,365 

Postgraduate taught 137,575 97,165 234,740 

First degree 228,645 171,100 399,745 

Total 425,020 317,570 742,590 

 

 

Gender and employment in higher education 

 

Since the pattern of improvement in the participation of women in higher education has been so 

strong, we decided to test whether this had extended into patterns of employment in higher 

education. Table 4 presents the base data. It shows that a little over 400,000 staff were employed in 

UK universities, a little over half of whom worked in academic support and other roles, and a little 

under half worked as academics. Men were more likely to work full-time, while women were very 

much more likely to work part-time. Women were also much more likely to be found in academic 

support and other roles, especially amongst those on part-time contracts. Finally, while there were 

men than women in full-time academic roles, the reverse was the case for part-time academic roles. 

 

 

Table 4: Number of staff working in UK universities by gender, job category and work mode, 2014/15 

(source: HESA (2016) Statistical First Release SFR225, Table Table 1 - All staff (excluding non-

academic atypical) at UK HE providers by academic contract marker, activity standard occupational 

classification, mode of employment and sex 2012/13 to 2014/15) 

Full time Women Men All 

Academic staff 53,120 79,745 132,865 

Academic support & other roles 76,095 63,285 139,385 

Total staff 129,215 143,030 272,250 

    

Part time Women Men All 

Academic staff 36,105 29,365 65,470 

Academic support & other roles 52,705 13,410 66,115 

Total staff 88,810 42,775 131,585 

    

All modes Women Men All 

Academic staff 89,225 109,110 198,335 

Academic support & other roles 128,805 76,695 205,500 

Total staff 218,030 185,805 403,835 

 

 

The pattern for staff working in academic support and other roles is broken down further into 

specific occupational categories in Table 5. This table shows that women predominate in 

administrative and clerical occupations, and in sales and customer service occupations; men 

predominate in skilled trades occupations and, and as process, plant and machine operatives. 

Thereafter the most striking feature of Table 5 is that women predominate in all but two of the part-

time occupational areas, often to a very high degree. 
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Table 5: Academic support and other staff in UK universities by occupational category, 2014/15 

(source: HESA (2016) Statistical First Release SFR225, Table Table 1 - All staff (excluding non-

academic atypical) at UK HE providers by academic contract marker, activity standard occupational 

classification, mode of employment and sex 2012/13 to 2014/15) 

 Full 
time 

  Part 
time 

  

 Women Men All Women Men All 

Managers, directors and 
senior officials 

49 51 100 80 19 100 

Professional occupations 51 49 100 80 20 100 

Associate professional and 
technical occupations 

47 53 100 75 25 100 

Administrative and secretarial 
occupations 

78 22 100 88 12 100 

Skilled trades occupations 14 86 100 58 42 99 

Caring, leisure and other 
service occupations 

44 55 100 68 32 100 

Sales and customer service 
occupations 

62 38 100 78 22 100 

Process, plant and machine 
operatives 

13 86 100 35 65 100 

Elementary occupations 26 74 100 74 26 100 

Total academic support and 
other roles staff 

55 45 100 80 20 100 

 

 

Social background and higher education participation 

 

The Dearing Report (1997) considered some of the consequences of the rapid expansion of higher 

education at the time and, in particular, the mechanisms for funding universities. The Report 

published data on the participation levels of different socio-economic groups in higher education 

since this was of relevance to any consideration of a shift towards the introduction of tuition fees. 

Table 4 shows the pattern of participation by socio-economic group using the age participation index 

(API), which is essentially the proportion of entrants among 18 year olds. Table 4 shows a rising 

participation rate for all groups and that the rate for SEG I had reached almost four-in-five by 1995-

96. 

 

The Dearing Report also published historic data on participation rates by socio-economic 

background: Figure 2 shows the ratio of participation rates for the lower socio-economic groups 

(SEGs III manual, IV and V) against the higher socio-economic groups (SEG I, II and III non-manual) 

from 1940 to 1995. It shows that the comparative participation rate for the lower socio-economic 

group fell in the period immediately after the Second World War, but rose steadily from 1960. 

 

 

Table 4: Age Participation Index (%) by academic year and socioeconomic group (SEG), GB and 

Scotland, 1992-93 to 1995-96 (Source: Dearing Report, 1997) 
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 SEG I SEG II SEG III 
non-

manual 

SEG III 
manual 

SEG IV SEG V All 

1991-92 55 36 22 11 12 6 23 

1992-92 71 39 27 15 14 9 28 

1993-94 73 42 29 17 16 11 30 

1994-95 78 45 31 18 17 11 32 

1995-96 79 45 31 18 17 12 32 

 

 

 
 

 

Given the limitations of data on social background, largely as a consequence of missing data, current 

practice in the UK is use alternative measures to analyse the effect of social background on higher 

education participation. Table 5 shows three of the measures currently in use: the proportion of 

students gaining entry to higher education mediated by their  entitlement to free school meals 

(FSM); the proportion of students gaining entry to higher education mediated by their area of 

residence, using the most and least disadvantaged areas by quintile; and the proportion of students 

gaining entry to the most selective universities mediated by their area of residence, using the most 

and least disadvantaged areas by quintile. Table 5 shows that the entry level of students from more 

disadvantaged backgrounds is less, in comparison to those from more advantaged backgrounds, 

whichever measure of background is used. It also shows that the entry level has risen across the 

period. 

 

 

Table 5: Entry rates (%) for students from state school to higher education by free school meal 

status, area status and entry to the most selective universities (source: Department for Education, 

2017) 
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FSM 10.8 11.6 11.5 13.0 12.7 13.6 14.7 15.9 16.1 

Not FSM 26.3 27.2 27.4 28.4 27.3 29.3 30.5 31.5 32.8 

          

Most 
disadvantaged 
area quintile 

12.9 13.6 14.2 15.1 15.1 16.4 17.8 18.5 19.5 

Least 
disadvantaged 
area quintile 

42.3 42.4 41.8 44.4 41.7 43.0 44.4 44.9 46.3 

          

Most 
disadvantaged 
area quintile: 
entry to most 
selective 
universities 

2.5 2.4 2.4 2.4 2.6 2.9 3.2 3.3 3.6 

Least 
disadvantaged 
area quintile: 
entry to most 
selective 
universities 

19.6 18.8 18.2 17.9 19.0 19.8 20.5 20.7 21.3 
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Figure 3 confirms the rising entry levels and further shows that the rate at which students from 

disadvantaged students are gaining entry to higher education is improving, in comparison with those 

from more advantaged backgrounds. Figure 3 also shows that students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds find it particularly difficult to achieve entry to the most selective universities. Part of 

the reason for that might be found in the pattern on Figure 4 which provides a scattergram of the 

proportion of entrants to full-time first degree programmes in England who attended private fee-

paying schools against the proportion of entrants from the most disadvantaged area quintile. Figure 

4 shows a negative correlation between these two variables such that most of the students from the 

most disadvantaged areas enter universities where the proportion of entrants from fee-paying 

schools is relatively low. The contrariwise is also shown on the scattergram, that is, universities 

which take a high proportion of their entrants from private fee-paying schools tend also not to take 

many students from the most disadvantaged areas. 
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Disability and higher education participation 

 

Overall a little under seven percent of students at UK universities were defined as disabled on the 

basis that they were in receipt of the Disabled Student Allowance (SDA), although this varies across 

universities: the 25th percentile is 3.5 per cent and the 75 percentile is 8.2 per cent. Table 6 shows 

that the pattern varies across different subject areas within universities. The data show a slight 

tendency for the participation rates for people with disabilities to be a little higher in subjects with 

lower entry levels. More generally, Table 5 suggest the participation rates are higher generally in 

subjects in the arts and humanities, or social sciences, in comparison with the physical, or health and 

life sciences. 

 

 

Table 5: Percentage of university students entitled to Disabled Student Allowance by subject area 

(Source: HESA widening participation indicators, 2017, Table SD1 - Percentage of UK domiciled full-

time first degree student students in receipt of Disabled Students' Allowance (DSA) by subject and 

entry qualifications 2015/16 - the table can be accessed at www.hesa.ac.uk - last accessed 

December 9, 2017) 

Subject area % in receipt of Disabled Student 
Allowance (DSA) 

Business & administrative studies 4.7 

Mathematical sciences 4.8 

Law 5.0 
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Languages 5.3 

Engineering & technology 5.8 

Medicine & dentistry and veterinary science 6.2 

Computer sciences 6.6 

Mass communications & documentation 6.7 

Biological sciences 6.8 

Physical sciences 6.8 

Subjects allied to medicine 7.1 

Architecture, building & planning 7.2 

Historical & philosophical studies 7.2 

Social studies 7.3 

Education 7.3 

Combined subjects 8.4 

Agriculture & related subjects 10.4 

Creative arts & design 11.4 

All subjects 6.9 

 

 

Ethnicity and higher education participation 

 

Table 6 shows the data on the number of entrants to full-time first degree programmes in 

universities in England from 2003-03 to 2015-16, disaggregated by ethnicity. The table shows an 

increasing level of participation by White and BME students. Figure 4 shows the ratio of BME 

entrants to White entrants and shows a higher rate of increase for BME entrants over the period. On 

the other hand, Table 7 shows the non-continuation rates for full-time first degree students and 

shows that the drop-out rate is higher than Whites for students from each ethnic group, except 

Chinese students. 

 

 

Table 6: Number of entrants to full-time first degree programmes by ethnicity (source: HESA Student 

record: derived and published by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) 

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/analysis/HEinEngland/students/ last accessed December 9, 2017) 

Year White ethnic groups Black and Minority Ethnic groups (BME) 

2003-04 195,460 52,160 

2004-05 196,565 55,995 

2005-06 209,265 60,640 

2006-07 196,995 60,515 

2007-08 205,675 64,105 

2008-09 219,020 71,670 

2009-10 227,965 74,465 

2010-11 229,940 74,085 

2011-12 247,305 79,905 

2012-13 213,210 79,040 

2013-14 232,675 86,285 

2014-15 237,725 91,505 

2015-16 242,580 99,850 
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Table 7: Non-continuation rates for full-time first degree students in England by ethnicity (source: 

HESA Student record: derived and published by the Higher Education Funding Council for England 

(HEFCE) http://www.hefce.ac.uk/analysis/HEinEngland/students/ last accessed December 9, 2017) 

Year Black Mixed/Other Asian White Chinese 

2008-09 11.5 9.2 8.5 6.9 6.2 

2009-10 12.8 9.7 8.9 7.6 5.5 

2010-11 11.1 8.6 8.2 6.6 5.4 

2011-12 9.4 8.0 6.7 6.2 5.1 

2012-13 11.0 8.6 6.6 6.4 4.6 

2013-14 10.7 8.7 7.0 6.6 4.2 

2014-15 10.3 8.8 7.2 6.9 4.0 

 

 

High education participation 

 

The brief examination of the data considered show clearly that, as higher education has expanded in 

the UK over time, the participation of women, people from social disadvantaged backgrounds, 

people with disabilities and people from minority ethnic communities, has also increased. In many 

cases the rate of increase has been higher than the 'mainstream' comparator. That said, it is only in 

the case of women that this pattern of change has been consolidated to the extent that the older 

pattern has been reversed. That said, the improved levels of participation of women in higher 

education has not yet been matched by their position as employees in higher education: women are 

more likely than men to be employed in academic support and other roles in UK universities, in 

comparison with men, and are more likely to work part-time than full time. Furthermore, in regard 

to the support roles, women are predominantly found in administrative and clerical occupations. 
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Although there has been an improvement in participation rates over time, young people from social 

disadvantaged backgrounds are still less likely to gain entry to university in the UK in comparison 

with their affluent peers, and find it particularly difficult to gain entry to the most selective 

universities. There is also some evidence that social background mediates the specific universities 

that students attend in that the institutions with a high proportion of students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds tend to have a low proportion of students who attended private fee-paying schools, 

and the reverse is also true. Students with disabilities are differentially distributed across subject 

areas, and appear more likely to be found in the arts, humanities and social science subjects. 

Students from minority ethnic communities have increased their level of higher education 

participation, but are also generally more likely than White (and Chinese) students to drop-out of 

their course. 

 

All this suggests that universities in the UK have undoubtedly become more inclusive and diverse, 

but it is hard to say they have become fully inclusive and diverse institutions. The reasons for the 

advances that have been made already are reasonably well known. They include measures to 

improve the pipeline of students from schools, whether this was through the restructuring of 

systems which depended on academic selection and the assumption that only a limited proportion 

of young people were capable of engaging with academic subjects (Gallagher, 2015), or the removal 

of gender stereotyping about occupational ambition and appropriate curriculum choice (Gallagher et 

al. 1997). Another key factor lay in the development of models of inclusive education which sought 

to identify arbitrary barriers to the participation of particular groups of students and sought to 

remove these barriers (Ainscow, 2016). Within universities one of the mechanisms used to 

overcome the legacy of discrimination was affirmative action measures to promote special access for 

under-represented groups (Bowen and Bok, 2000), though it was also learned that it was not enough 

to get minorities into universities, but also new practices had to be put in place to address retention 

issues (Najor-Durack et al., 2001). 

 

Towards a new paradigm for higher education 

 

Many of these measures emerged from a wider interest in equity policy as participation generally in 

higher education increased. More recently they have been encompassed within the wider range of 

approaches used by engaged universities as they seek to build more constructive relationships with 

a more diverse range of communities. Goddard and Vallance (2013) outlined a number of 

approaches within this vein, including widening access programmes; community-based teaching 

programmes; the use of a variety of outreach measures, including the encouragement of staff and 

student volunteering; and the growth of applied research programmes that are based in and 

engaged with, local communities. At the same Goddard and Vallance (2013) highlighted that these 

social programmes usually sat alongside deeper and broader programmes with the more specific 

aim of using universities as part of an economic agenda for - usually urban - regeneration. They 

contrasted the level of strategic commitment and investment in the economic and regeneration 

activities with the much looser support for the social programmes and offered four main reasons 

why this was so. First, the social programmes were not as wide-ranging or strong as those developed 

to support economic development. Second, the social programmes were often ad hoc and based on 

short-term funding streams. Third, it was often believed to be more difficult to embed the social 

programmes in the mainstream academic activities of the university, which added to their sense of 
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peripherality; and finally, the social priorities and programmes were less well recognised, or 

supported, by government, in contrast to the strategic significance often attached to the economic 

and regeneration priorities. If these are accepted as givens then the social programmes of engaged 

universities might be accepted as inevitably peripheral. 

 

An extensive review carried out for Newcastle University in England (PVC Engagement, 2009) 

reminds us, however, that the role and purpose of universities has changed over time, as has the 

relationships between universities and their communities. Taking this idea forward the National 

Coordinating Centre for Public Engagement (NCCPE) in the UK has focused on the evolving use of 

knowledge by universities as a marker of mission change (Wilson et al., 2014). Traditionally 

knowledge was produced by and for the university, a practice which produced the popular image of 

the cloistered university, removed for the immediacies and concerns of day-to-day life. Later there 

was a recognition that some external communities could make valuable use of some of the 

knowledge produced within universities and the era of knowledge partnership developed, often 

associated with university-business engagement for the commercialisation of knowledge. Later still 

this evolved further towards knowledge partnership, in which external communities were seen to 

hold some knowledge that was of value to the university, and partnerships provided a way of sharing 

these 'knowledges' for the benefit of everyone. The next step in this evolving pattern involves 

knowledge co-creation, in which communities are not simply the recipient or the source of useful 

knowledge, but rather are full partners in collaborative work. Co-creation implies full collaborative 

engagement at every stage of the knowledge production process. 

 

That this model of collaboration can be achieved is evident from the consequences of the 'impact' 

agenda in UK higher education research. This originally arose as a consequence of government 

interest in measuring the value of public investment in higher education research, but it has 

provided a space where new methodologies for engaged research, involving collaboration and co-

creation, has started to flourish (Brewer, 2013). It can be seen also in the work of the Netter Center 

in the University of Pennsylvania where a model of community-based teaching has contributed 

significantly to a new collaborative relationship between the university and the city of Philadelphia, 

and focused attention on the role of higher education in promoting democratic culture and civic 

values (Benson et al, 2017). If we step back and gaze on the wider strategic imperatives of policy on 

higher education since the middle of the last century, the first period reflected a post-war consensus 

that the state should actively engage in society to promote defined social goals, including the 

establishment of social safety nets through welfare, health and education systems to allow all to 

join, to some degree, in the benefits of economic growth. This consensus was demolished in the 

1970s after the oil crisis discredited the idea of the interventionist state, to be replaced by an 

emerging neoliberal view that growth was best achieved through market competition and individual 

freedom, and that some measure of inequality was an acceptable price to pay. Following the global 

economic crash of the 2000s we are witnessing what appears to be the collapse of the neoliberal 

hegemony, with the rise of populist politics, of the left and right, the casual dismissal of experts and 

expertise, and the rise of emotionally-focused political discourse, aided by the echo-chamber of 

social media which clusters people with the like-minded. This is a period in which some of the core 

tenets of democracy are under attack and the false gods of populism offer increasingly outlandish 

promises. This is also a time in which universities might take on a more engaged role in which their 

social, civic and democratic purpose moves from the periphery to the centre of their concerns. This 
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could mark a Gramscian shift in which, as Benson et al (2017) have argued, universities become one 

of the core anchor institutions of a democratic society. If universities can place civic and democratic 

commitments at the heart of their mission then the type of measures which currently sit at the 

periphery of interest might then become central to the purpose of higher education. Undoubtedly 

this would push forward the level of inclusion and diversity they achieve, but more important, it 

would provide a real opportunity for them to become fully inclusive and diverse institutions. 
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