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Abstract 

 

This study explored widening participation [WP] in higher education [HE] by 

investigating the views and experiences of students, their parents, teachers and 

University staff, in a pre-entry to HE programme.   

The research focussed on researching the influence of a Pathway Opportunity 

Programme [POP] on students’ aspirations, preparedness and learning for university, 

with consideration of the most valuable aspects of the POP, alongside how it could 

be improved.  Other ways to widen participation and help to overcome barriers to HE 

were also explored.   

In order to discover participants’ views to obtain a better understanding of their 

experiences, the research study used the Capabilities Approach as a conceptual 

framework.   A mixed methods design was utilised, with data collection through semi-

structured interviews and online surveys.  The challenges of ‘insider’ research was 

discussed, and the Capabilities Approach employed to thematically analyse and 

interpret the data. 

The study found that their experiences of the pre-entry programme impacted 

positively on participants’ aspirations for HE with increased confidence, motivation, 

and decision-making.  The study also observed that participants improved their 

preparedness for university, with the residential and online learning components 

particularly aiding the transition to HE.  Regarding the effect on student learning, the 

study reports an increase in participants’ non-cognitive, affective skills.  In addition, 

the study found the most valuable aspects of the POP are the insight it provides into 

the university experience, the incentives offered, and the positive impact on 

communication skills and motivation.  Improvements to structural aspects of the 

programme are also presented.  Furthermore, the study reports four areas which 

could advance WP in HE: earlier intervention, tutoring, financial incentives, and 

partnerships.   

The thematic analysis and resultant sub-themes make an original contribution to the 

field by expanding Walker’s application of the capabilities approach to WP in HE. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction and Rationale 

 

Introduction 

This study explores a widening participation [WP] programme in a higher education 

[HE] setting by investigating the experiences of students, their parents, teachers, and 

university staff, in a pre-entry programme for pupils (age 16-18) in Northern Ireland 

[NI].  WP in HE seeks to improve educational equity and equality of opportunity for 

young people from disadvantaged backgrounds (Weedon and Riddell, 2016).  WP in 

HE can influence the formulation of government policy (Evans, 2014), university 

practice, parents, teachers, local communities, and, not least, the young people 

themselves.  By facilitating marginalised young people participating in HE, WP 

programmes ultimately strive to advance the pursuit of social justice, economic 

development, and social mobility (Burke, 2017).   

WP in HE is primarily focused on pre-entry activity, seeking to increase both the 

aspirations and attainment of children from under-represented groups.  This research 

investigates the impact of a WP programme on students’ aspirations, preparedness 

and learning for university, with consideration of what participants view as the most 

valuable aspects of the programme as well as their views on how it could be improved.  

This study considered the ways in which the Pathway Opportunity Programme [POP] 

helped to overcome barriers to HE, through the use of survey data collected from 

parents, teachers and students as well as complementary interviews with HE staff 

responsible for delivering the POP.  

This research study is embedded within a conceptual framework of the capabilities 

approach in HE (Walker, 2008), which focuses on the opportunity to achieve and the 

ability to convert resources into achievements.  Given that WP programmes aim to 

overcome social and cultural factors that may impede students from accessing HE, 

adopting the capabilities approach is apt for understanding the opportunity provided 

by the POP intervention for young people to achieve and expand their capabilities. 

This chapter begins by outlining the national context of HE, providing an overview of 

the purpose of WP within this setting and highlighting national WP policy 

developments.  It provides an overview of compact schemes and focuses on WP 

within an NI context, before presenting the background and rationale for the research 

study. 
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Overview of UK HE Context 

Higher education in the UK consists of 130 universities in England, 20 universities in 

Scotland, 11 universities in Wales, and three universities in Northern Ireland 

(Universities UK, 2019).  It is acknowledged that these figures do not include access 

routes to HE offered by FE Colleges, or alternative providers.  There is a central 

admissions process for admission to HE, the Universities and Colleges Admissions 

System [UCAS] which covers the whole of the UK.  Students apply through UCAS to 

the universities of their choice, with final selections being determined by admissions 

staff in the appropriate university discipline; offers are commonly made based on 

predicted qualification outcomes. 

Government research (Department for Education [DfE], 2017:5) reported that “young 

people from disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to apply to university than 

more advantaged young people with similar grades or ability.”  In the UK, Anders 

(2017; 2012) found that students from families with a low income apply to university 

less often than students with high income.  Hoxby and Turner (2013) noted similarities 

in the USA.  The definition of what constitutes ‘disadvantage’ is context-dependent, 

relating predominantly to those from lower socio-economic groups (Taylor, 2008); 

these concepts are explored in detail within Chapter 2. 

It has been argued that attending a university is a transformative opportunity that can 

bring about great returns to both the individual and their community (Walker and Zhu, 

2013).  With globalisation, graduates are not just operating in a local market but an 

international one.  This has resulted in increased competition for jobs, yet it is 

acknowledged that obtaining a university degree helps to secure better paid 

employment (Sullivan et al., 2018).  From the UK government’s perspective, it has 

been considered important to maintain elevated levels of university enrolment and a 

flow of graduates to satisfy the demands of employers and society (Department for 

Business, Innovation and Skills [DBIS], 2014). 

Over recent decades, HE in the UK has been transformed, moving from an exclusive 

to a mass system of HE (Institute for Public Policy Research [IPPR], 2009).  The 

number of students has exploded from circa 200,000 in 1967 to 2.4 million in more 

recent times (HESA, 2020).  The expansion of HE has witnessed the amount of young 

people progressing to university increase considerably.  In 2019, 35% of 18-year olds 

in England entered HE, the greatest admission figures ever documented (House of 

Commons, 2020).  Yet, there has been limited progression into HE from young people 
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from disadvantaged backgrounds: for example, in 2016, 18 year olds from the most 

disadvantaged areas of England were 73% more likely to enter HE than in 2006 

(UCAS, 2016).  Still, substantial socio-economic differences in participation remain, 

with advantaged young people in England 2.4 times more likely to enter HE than their 

disadvantaged peers (ibid).  This disparity is greater at the most selective universities; 

in “2016, 3.6% of disadvantaged young people from the least advantaged areas of 

England entered a highly selective university, compared to 21.3% of applicants from 

the most advantaged areas” (ibid).  It is within this context that a consideration of 

widening participation may be framed. 

 

 

Purpose of WP in HE 

To date, the broad purpose of WP has been to increase the social diversity of 

university enrolment to safeguard that those with the potential and desire to benefit 

from HE, do so.  Over 50 years ago, The Robbins Report (1963) heralded the 

development of polytechnics into Higher Education Institutions [HEIs], increasing the 

number of HE participants and challenging the traditional curriculum of HE.  The 

popularity of access programmes were at their height in the 1980s, taken up by 

women who had, for a multitude of reasons, not accessed education earlier in their 

lives (Access to Higher Education, 2018).  In 2000, the UK Education Minister David 

Blunkett made a landmark speech at the University of Greenwich about the 

challenges to be faced in HE in the twenty-first century (Blunkett, 2000).  He argued 

that HE was a powerful instrument of social justice, since it serves not only as a driver 

of wealth creation, but as a critical determinant of life chances.  Blunkett posited that 

HE participation needed to be democratised to advance social justice.  “It must be 

open and inclusive … serving the population as a whole … people from all social class 

backgrounds and ethnic groups, and those with disabilities, at whatever stage of their 

lives” (Blunkett, 2000).  Thus, the underlying driver for advocating WP is one of social 

justice; by progressing the educational standing of disadvantaged groups, individual 

lifestyle choices will be raised, with concomitant benefits to health and wealth. 

 

National Policy Developments of WP in HE 

The National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education (1997), also known as the 

Dearing Report, recommended that HE enlargement should be accomplished by 
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increasing representation from under-represented groups.  There had already been a 

series of reports and policy suggestions from government, its agencies (for instance, 

the Higher Education Funding Council for England [HEFCE] formed in 1992), and 

independent campaigners (for example, the Sutton Trust established in 1997, the 

same year as the Dearing Report, to improve social mobility).  Three key 

developments followed as a result.  Firstly, the acceptance of WP students was 

contained within financial formula for UK HEIs, who were to be rewarded for admitting 

additional WP students.  Secondly, every UK University was required to monitor the 

progress of WP students by publishing annual performance indicator data.  Thirdly, 

all UK HEIs were compelled to implement access agreements, effectively government 

pacts permitting individual HEIs to increase their undergraduate fees up to a specified 

ceiling, initially £3,000 per annum [p.a.] then up to £9,000 p.a. for English universities 

by 2012 (McCaig and Adnett, 2009).  The issue of top-up fees brought significant 

opposition in that there were concerns that a variable fee structure would discourage 

widening access because the of the associated increased levels of debt.  UK HEIs 

have raised fees (most to the maximum permitted), however, in return, they have 

needed to account for how they intend to use extra fee income to: fund WP students 

(for example, bursaries); the types of WP students to be prioritised; and to specify 

intake targets.  Consequently, the central policy of increasing WP has been 

transferred to individual universities for implementation.  At a regional level, WP is a 

devolved matter for local government in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland.  Since 

this research study is situated within a NI context, this requires explication. 

 

 

WP within the Local Context 

In 2012, the Department for Employment and Learning Northern Ireland [DELNI] 

developed a regional strategy for WP in HE called ‘Access to Success’.   This strategy 

outlined their vision for WP: that “any qualified individual in Northern Ireland should 

be able to gain access to HE, irrespective of their personal or social background” 

(DELNI, 2012: para 1.2).  It reported that talented young people from disadvantaged 

backgrounds who were eligible to apply to university, were disproportionately not 

doing so.  DELNI identified compelling reasons why WP was critical for NI.  Firstly, 

there is a need for greater social inclusion, as too many in society continue to 

experience disadvantage and exclusion.  Secondly, there are the benefits which 

graduates and society can derive from HE. Thirdly, there is increasing need for a 
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highly skilled workforce (DELNI, 2012: para 2.7).  This WP strategy for NI HEIs has 

not been updated or superseded since it was published in 2012, likely due to the 

collapse of the Stormont Assembly and the concomitant absence of local government 

and a Minister of Employment and Learning for several years.   

 

The social justice rationale for WP can be explained by evidence that in NI, young 

people from the most disadvantaged areas have lower educational attainment than 

young people from the most prosperous regions (DELNI, 2012).  Those who quality 

for free school meals [FSM] are much less likely to get five or more GCSEs as other 

students.  Likewise, young people from disadvantaged backgrounds who do progress 

beyond GCSE are, unfortunately, also likely to attain lower grades in their ‘A’ Levels 

than their more advantaged peers with similar underlying ability (DELNI, 2012: para 

2.28).  More privileged students account for an unduly high proportion of the best 

grades at ‘A’ Level (DELNI, 2012).  Consequently, young people from WP 

backgrounds are unlikely to progress to HE study. 

 

Yet, WP is not only a pre-entry issue, since the retention and progression of WP 

students in HE is problematic (Moore et al., 2013).  The Review of Widening 

Participation Funded Initiatives (DELNI, 2010:16) established that NI has the lowest 

level of full-time first degree entrants who completed their courses and qualified at the 

same HEI; the lowest level of those who transferred to another HEI to complete their 

education; and the highest levels of non-continuation after the first year of HE.  

 

Notably, the DELNI strategy reasoned that young people need to develop certain 

characteristics to successfully attain higher level qualifications, specifically: “the 

aspiration to improve their educational level, confidence in their ability to do so, and 

the drive and determination to succeed in HE” (DELNI, 2012: para 4.6.4).  This is 

particularly relevant since the theoretical framework chosen for this dissertation – the 

capabilities approach in HE (Walker, 2008, discussed in more depth in Chapter 3) - 

incorporates each of these concepts. 

 

The objective of the Access to Success strategy and implementation plan (DELNI, 

2012) was to increase the number and effectiveness of WP initiatives and activities.  

All HE providers in NI were expected to invest 20-30% of student fee income in WP 

programmes and activities, overseen by governance from the Department for the 
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Economy Northern Ireland [DfENI].  HEIs in NI were urged to plan their WP work in 

four key areas. Firstly, to develop outreach promotional activities, to increase the 

knowledge and aspirations of disadvantaged groups towards HE generally, and the 

university particularly.  Secondly, to define and interpret a ‘WP student’, which would 

inform admissions strategies.  Thirdly, to offer financial bursaries and other incentives 

to help WP students.  And fourthly, that HEIs factor in WP criteria to their selection 

process.  In NI, Widening Access and Participation Plans [WAPPs] were announced 

in 2013 to consolidate historic Access Agreements and Widening Participation 

Strategic Assessments.  WAPPs provided (and still do provide) a summary of an 

institution’s widening participation strategy, observations on the institution’s past 

achievement against regional benchmarks and a detailed programme of anticipated 

progress each year towards the institution’s own targets (DfENI, 2020). The NI 

government stipulate that a WAPP should include measures and objectives for 

expanding representation from under-represented groups in the forthcoming year.  

They also emphasised evaluation of the WAPPs:  

 
It is vital that reliable, consistent, and universally agreed data is available to 
all stakeholders to clearly identify successful initiatives and to accurately 
measure progress year on year.  Success will require a clear focus on what 
works and the development of a spirit of cooperation between partners in 
government, education and wider stakeholders, based on a set of common, 
agreed measurements and a robust set of evaluation principles and guidelines 
(DfENI, 2015:23). 

 

Following the "New Decade, New Approach" agreement reached in January 2020, 

the Stormont Assembly reconvened.  WP strategy has not been attended to yet, which 

is problematic because the policy created in 2012 may now be out of date.  However, 

the agreement included a commitment to reviewing persistent educational 

underachievement in NI.  This alludes to the NI setting being primarily socio-

economic, with FSM, post-code and academic selection being indicators of 

educational disadvantage.  Accordingly, in summer 2020, an Expert Panel convened 

to examine and address links between persistent educational underachievement and 

socio-economic background (Department of Education Northern Ireland, 2020).  It is 

within this context that my research study is framed. 
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Compact Schemes in HE 

HEFCE (2008:5) identified the term compact scheme as “a set of arrangements 

between HEIs, schools and colleges that provide special conditions or consideration 

for entry into the HEI”, usually a change in the standard offer related to successful 

participation in supplementary learning.  Compacts are a way of forming a stronger 

collaboration and partnership between universities, schools and colleges, and 

prospective students.  They are proactive in engaging learners who might not normally 

think about HE, to do so, and help learners to set objectives regarding their desire to 

undertake specific courses at certain institutions.  In addition, they are a functional 

channel of WP in targeted areas and a means for universities to show an allegiance 

to their local area, which conveys openness. 

There have been shown to be three types of compact scheme.  Firstly, outreach-type 

programmes that concentrate less on admissions and more on boosting attainment 

and aspirations and giving guidance and advice.  Secondly, schemes that mostly 

depend on the standard offer and shape part of the broader marketing, recruitment, 

and WP policy of HEIs.  Thirdly, initiatives that connect achievement, or proof of 

ability, through a mode of supplementary learning, that results in reduced grade offers; 

the POP comes under this type of compact. 

 

HEFCE (2008; para 16) denote the advantages of compacts to participants as 

noteworthy, contending that they “provide additional support for learners prior to entry; 

learners are better prepared, make more effective applications and have a familiarity 

with HE that stands them in good stead on entry.”  Compact schemes have drawn 

particular interest due to concerns about fair admissions and equal opportunities.  

They are a main way for universities to develop local contacts with schools, colleges, 

and prospective applicants.  Their indirect influence may be widespread, given that 

they create knowledge of HE and alter the perception of accessibility.  In sum, HEPI 

(2017) conclude that compacts are useful for participants and for the HEIs that offer 

them. 

 

At a local level, DELNI (2012; para 4.7.3) reported that the most effective mechanism 

for recruiting learners from a range of WP cohorts is through the provision of 

programmes specifically designed to support the student in reaching an appropriate 

level of academic attainment.  Significantly, the exemplar detailed by DELNI is a 

compact scheme: “on successful completion of a programme a student may be 
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guaranteed to have their application considered or be offered an interview or, in some 

cases, be guaranteed the offer of a place at the institution” (ibid).  Fittingly, a compact 

scheme is therefore the focus of this thesis. 

 

 

International Perspectives in WP 

When Tapper and Palfreyman (2005) analysed 11 national WP experiences, they 

stressed the need for comprehending these experiences within their particular 

geographical settings. For example, the attention of HE diversity varies from concern 

for gender imbalance (the Netherlands), to racial minorities (the USA) and rural 

communities (Scandinavia), while the UK experience seems to focus on social class.  

Seeking opportunities for sharing WP experiences, successful or otherwise, is to be 

welcomed.  The concerns, interests, difficulties, and responses captured in WP 

policies and practices can be utilised both within and across national boundaries.  

Sometimes this has led to radical action, such as when India decided to double the 

number of university places allocated to the untouchable Dalit castes.  Similarly, the 

largescale ‘Knowledge is Power Programme’ [KIPP] in the USA, which focused on 

HE preparation activities undertaken by students, has been deemed to have had a 

significant impact in helping students plan for HE (Tuttle et al., 2013).  Realistically, 

however, these far-reaching actions may not be constitutionally viable elsewhere.  

Indeed, where a country’s WP initiatives are shaped by its own context and 

environment, their future may well be influenced by the broader global economic 

practices which the country is subject to (Brennan and Naidoo, 2008).  

For NI, the most similar international WP practice to the UK HEIs compact scheme 

approach outlined in Chapter 1, is the Republic of Ireland [RoI], which is also 

geographically closest.  The Higher Education Access Route [HEAR] is a university 

admissions programme that offers places at reduced points to school leavers, who 

have the ability to benefit from and succeed in HE and who come from socio-economic 

groups in Irish society that are under-represented in HE (DELNI, 2012; para 4.7.18).  

Universities participating in HEAR allocate a proportion of places on a reduced grades 

basis, which is distinct for each HEI.  In addition to having a place with reduced 

grades, HEAR students may also be given a range of personal, social, and academic 

supports.  Each university determines the support it can provide, contingent upon its 

policies, practices, and resources available.  This is analogous to the POP, and the 
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HEAR is essentially a compact scheme in all but name.  The literature on international 

perspectives in WP, is explored in more detail within Chapter 2, however, it is 

apparent that WP schemes are different in different geographical settings, and 

therefore the focus of WP outreach is dependent on emerging priorities from the local 

context. 

 

Research Setting 

The POP compact scheme that is the focus of this dissertation is set within a large 

civic University that serves the whole of the NI student population (hereafter referred 

to as ‘the University’) is a stated objective with the Widening Participation, Equality 

and Diversity strand of the University’s Education Strategy (2016-21).  The POP offers 

the opportunity for a group of high achieving students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds to be enrolled on a programme of study and support to develop skills 

and knowledge as well as showcase their potential to be students at university.  

Successful completion of the POP is accredited in various ways, one of which is a 

reduced offer for undergraduate entry to university in their chosen area of study. 

 

The POP specifically targets year 13 (in NI, Y13 is for 16/17 yr olds) pupils in both 

non-selective and selective post-primary schools, as well as Further Education 

colleges across NI.1  The University provides a list of criteria that applications should 

meet: be a Northern Ireland resident; be in the first year of a two-year Level Three 

programme; be the first in family to attend university; and have at least 7 GCSEs at 

grades A*-C.  Applicants must also meet one or more of the following additional 

criteria: be eligible or are receiving FSM and/or Education Maintenance Allowance; 

or, be the main carer for a family member or dependant; or be living in a 

‘disadvantaged neighbourhood’ as identified by the Northern Ireland Statistics and 

Research Agency; or be care experienced or currently in the care of a Health and 

Social Care Trust.  Teachers within these schools and colleges identify students they 

deem eligible to apply, and final successful applicants are chosen by an internal panel. 

 

The POP was delivered for the first time, under pilot conditions, in 2017, with 

programme delivery conducted through a blended learning model encompassing 

 
1 Northern Ireland has a system of academic selection at post-primary level, whereby grammar 
school admissions are determined by transfer test assessment. 
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onsite visits to the university and guided activities via a Virtual Learning Environment 

[VLE], culminating in an assessed residential summer school. The pilot programme 

had three subject areas involved: Law, Computer Science, and Food, Microbiology 

and Environment.  The University was the first compact scheme in the UK to have a 

dedicated VLE for purposes of activity completion and engagement with the student 

cohort and therefore this pioneering feature of the POP was explored with 

participants.  

 

Professional Context 

Following teacher training in 2003, I worked for four years in two post-primary schools, 

before employment as a Learning Development Tutor within the University.  My role 

has been to provide academic skills support to undergraduate students, which 

primarily involves one-to-one consultations, workshop delivery and resource 

development.  I am currently the contact for supporting access students at the 

University, including direct entry cohorts and mature students.  Since 2016, half of my 

post has been dedicated to working on projects run by the Widening Participation 

Unit, with my role being the coordination of the online component of the POP initiative.  

This has involved the design, production, and implementation of e-learning modules.  

As a learning development and WP practitioner working directly on the POP, I am 

motivated to explore views and experiences of the programme regarding its impact, 

what could be improved, and WP more widely. 

 

Rationale and Purpose 

The primary aim of this research study was to investigate the implementation of the 

POP compact scheme from the perspectives of the main stakeholders involved 

(students, parents, teachers and HE staff) and consider the challenges and 

opportunities it generated.  My research ultimately strives to ascertain the views and 

experiences of POP participants by researching stakeholders’ views on the teaching 

and learning components and the effects of the programme on students’ learning and 

preparedness for university.  Moreover, the study seeks to explore the influence of 

the programme on students’ aspirations for HE and value as a WP initiative.  The 

research also considers perceptions of the POP programme from participants’ 

families, their teachers, and the university project team. 
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To fulfil these aims and objectives, the following research questions emerged: 

 

RQ1a. What is the impact of the POP on students’ aspirations for University? 

RQ1b. What is the impact of the POP on students’ preparedness for 

University? 

RQ1c. What is the impact of the POP on students’ learning? 

 

RQ2a.  What are the most valuable aspects of the POP? 

RQ2b. How could the POP be improved? 

 

RQ3.  In what other ways could the University widen participation and help 

overcome barriers to higher education? 

 

The research used a mixed methods approach in seeking answers to these questions 

by including all major stakeholders involved (students, parents, teachers and 

university staff) and seeking their views and experiences of the programme at the end 

of its first iteration.  

 

Origin of Research Questions 

The research questions were generated from consideration of the purpose of the POP 

programme and of WP pre-entry compact schemes which focus on the university 

experience.  RQ1a concentrates on aspiration raising (rather than attainment);  

RQ1b/c address preparedness and learning for university; RQ2a considers most 

valuable aspects, while RQ2b considers how the programme could be improved; 

finally, RQ3 focuses on other ways to widen participation and overcome barriers to 

HE. 

The research questions came before my conceptual framework.  I subsequently came 

across the capabilities approach as fitting my values and ideas, and aligning to my 

professional work context and the research questions.  Furthermore, the questions 

incorporated and were relevant to the multiple perspectives of participants (students, 

parents, teachers, and the HEI project team). 
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Structure of Dissertation 

This chapter has set the research scene by describing the national context, providing 

an overview of the purpose of WP - to facilitate the ‘most able but least likely’ young 

people to participate in HE - and highlighting national policy developments.  It has 

provided a synopsis of compact schemes and focused on WP within an NI context, 

presenting the background to, and rationale for, this research study. 

Chapter 2 critically examines the literature which informs the intersecting themes of 

educational disadvantage and underachievement, leading to a focus on evaluation 

practice generally, and specifically within WP initiatives.  Chapter 3 presents the 

theoretical framework of the study, the capabilities approach, which underpins the 

research and allows for a detailed, conceptual consideration of the data collected and 

reflects my developing epistemology as practitioner and researcher.  Chapter 4 

outlines the research methodology and the methods adopted in the study.  The data 

analysis is presented in Chapter 5, which also demonstrates the application of the 

critical framework to the data.  The final chapter of the dissertation presents a 

discussion of the findings in relation to the research questions, the recommendations 

from the study and their implications for policy and practice of WP in HE.  

It is to an in-depth review of the relevant literature around the study that we now turn. 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter focuses on the overlapping themes, emerging from the relevant 

international and national literature, of educational disadvantage and 

underachievement, situated within the context of WP outreach activity.  An outline of 

factors that impact on young people’s educational experiences will be followed by a 

review of barriers to participation in HE.  Research studies on participants’ 

experiences of WP programmes are outlined, alongside a discussion on the 

effectiveness of WP outreach.  Finally, a comparative analysis of what makes 

outreach effective, helps to shape the future evaluation of WP activity, and to inform 

the current POP study. 

 

I used several criteria to ensure that the literature reviewed was robust and credible.  

Chiefly, the priority was for all studies to be peer-reviewed published works.  I 

considered the appropriateness of methods in relation to the research objectives and 

settings; the knowledge and experience of researcher(s) and how they addressed 

ethical issues and reflexivity.  I also looked for the presentation of rich detail in data, 

clarification of the researcher's assumptions, and appropriate analyses of 

inconsistencies.  My approach ensured rigour by determining literature to be credible 

through its neutrality, trustworthy through consistency, and dependable through the 

applicability and transferability of each study. 

At the heart of WP is the aspiration to break down barriers to educational 

disadvantage and underachievement.  The theoretical framework of this research 

study on the POP is predicated upon a human development approach to WP in HE 

(the capabilities approach), which aims to increase young people's freedoms and 

opportunities and improve their wellbeing.  These conceptual underpinnings are 

thoroughly explored in Chapter 3, however, this literature review references the 

findings and challenges of studies that have used the capabilities approach.  A key 

idea in the capabilities approach is a person’s functioning, which is an outcome or 

achievement, while a capability is the ability, or potential, to achieve (Wilson-Strydom, 

2012).  As McLean (2018:121) asserts, capability research in HE “offers 

contextualised, collaborative and feasible ways of thinking about university education 
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goals; for designing and evaluating curriculum and teaching methods; and, for making 

recommendations about policies and practices.” 

 

Educational Disadvantage and Underachievement 

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD] (1992) 

described educational disadvantage as a phenomenon that stems from the interaction 

of educational, economic, and social factors.  UK government policy has identified 

disadvantage in terms of eligibility for FSM and those living in state care (Gorard et 

al., 2020).  Disadvantaged young people tend to be clustered in particular 

geographical areas and types of schools, which adversely impacts achievement and 

lower qualifications commonly attained (Gorard et al., 2020).  In order to tackle these 

problems, it is important to understand that impediments to a good education may 

arise for a myriad of reasons.  As noted earlier when defining ‘disadvantage’, 

resources that impact on achievement, and help explain underachievement, may be 

economic, and/or social, and/or educational.  These are pertinent factors which 

require further elucidation, and for the purposes of this study, it is socio-economic 

factors that are more to the fore and thus attention is now given to the influence of 

socio-economic status [SES] on educational experience and consideration of 

potential barriers to participation that widening participation programmes in HE seek 

to redress. 

SES is highly associated with academic performance at secondary level and 

achievement at university (OECD, 2012), as research shows that students with high 

SES outperform their peers in most nations.  Research further indicates that schooling 

generally reinforces those structural inequalities long before a young person does or 

does not, get to university.  Reay (2006:304) contends that “the attainment gap in 

education is just as great as it was 20, 50 years ago and mirrors the growing material 

gap between the rich and the poor in UK society.”  However, a study by Strand (2014) 

cautions against determining SES as a single explanation for underachievement, as 

interactions can occur between ethnicity, gender, class and educational achievement.  

Strand (2014:16) thus challenges researchers to “develop more nuanced accounts of 

educational success or failure”.  Unquestionably, SES is an expansive area within the 

literature, which is now considered within an HE context. 
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Socio-Economic Status and HE 

For those that make it to HE, the effects of SES at university on first-generation 

students has highlighted that they underperform compared to continuing-generation 

students (Stephens et al., 2012).  In addition, Jury et al. (2015) reported that first-

generation students have been found to be less confident.  One aspect which 

illustrates this can be characterised by students from lower social class backgrounds 

often experiencing a lack of identification with university, and this has been reported 

to negatively influence their welfare (Iyer et al., 2009).  According to McFarlane 

(2016), personal circumstances may inhibit attainment, such as age (mature students 

may have to manage study around family responsibilities or work), or disability (for 

example, dyslexia or visual impairment).  In addition, family situations may put scarce 

value on educational achievement, post-school progression and academic study 

(McFarlane, 2016).  Where education is valued, a lack of financial resources and 

graduate-level role models in the extended family may seek to impede the 

actualisation of further or higher education (ibid).   

With regards to university participation, working-class culture and experience have 

been regarded as being at odds with the HE environment (Quinn et al., 2005).  

Research on working-class retention rates seem to corroborate this contention of 

incongruity, with higher drop-out rates from university than their middle-class peers.  

As such, in a WP context, it is important to consider the impact of class on the 

educational experience of students from disadvantaged families. 

Some literature has considered students from working-class backgrounds who have 

excelled academically (Lehmann, 2019), but the focus has largely been on the upward 

mobility of these young people, and the sort of approaches that these students adopt 

so as to navigate an unknown and principally middle-class setting.  Granfield 

(1991:339) reported an “identity ambivalence” amongst working-class students, with 

students upon starting university taking pride in having realised upward mobility, but 

losing this identity over time, with some actively suppressing their backgrounds to 

appear middle class.  This is significant because concerns about ‘not fitting in’ are 

central to why the brightest children from poorer backgrounds are less likely to apply 

to university.  For example, Loveday’s (2015) study on working-class students 

adjusting to their new social environment illustrated the dearth of networks and advice 

to help support the transition.  
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A study by Share and Carroll (2013) found that students with low SES diverge in their 

liberty to convert opportunities (capabilities) into achievements (functionings).  This 

was informed by participants’ prior educational experience and concerns with identity 

and social integration.  Likewise, research by Hannon et al. (2017) studied the impact 

of a WP programme on the educational experience of young people with low SES in 

Ireland.  Adopting a capabilities approach, the findings evidenced that participants 

developed more independence in their capacity to make decisions, together with hope 

and voice relating to future career choices.  Hannon et al. (2017) reported that 

participants’ knowledge was enhanced through the opportunities provided by on-

campus experiences, which enabled participants to express clearer educational 

aspirations.  Similarly, Hart (2012) found that WP work aimed at raising aspirations 

was essential for disadvantaged young people to articulate and act towards fulfilling 

their educational aspirations.  This represents a move from an outcome-focused 

system of measurement, to providing practical contexts in which young people can 

choose to fulfil their personal educational choices, which aligns to Robyn’s (2002) 

contention that the development of knowledge is central to educational uplift.   

In the UK government report on social mobility indicators, the term ‘aspiration’ was 

used to determine success (Social Mobility Commission, 2019).  The assumption was 

that if the working classes ‘aim higher’ and improve their aspirations, then their 

educational performance would improve.  Working-class underachievement is thus 

posited as a cultural problem, a deficit perspective based on middle-class culture 

(Francis and Hey, 2009).  “HE is seen as part of the natural progression, a ‘non-

choice’, by middleclass students, but as alien and ‘not for the likes of us’ by working-

class students” (Archer et al., 2007:221).  This has led to the educational discourse 

that lower- or working-class participation in HE is understood as an endeavour to 

‘become’ middle class (Reay, 2013).   

The notions of mobility and aspiration have been used to criticise those who do not 

participate in education.  Engagement in HE can therefore be a bid to escape working-

class identity and to secure higher mobility.  This is also indicative of “a wider trend of 

individualism in contemporary British society, where the onus is on the individual to 

aspire to secure their own success while structural constraints remain down-played” 

(Reay, 2013:10).  With the objective of achieving equitable access to learning 

opportunities, the UK government policy has focused on eliminating the obstacles or 

impediments that preclude young people from partaking in education who would 
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benefit from doing so.  This leads to an examination of what these ‘barriers’ are, and 

how they have functioned in practice. 

A key objective of WP in HE is to make university more accessible.  Chris Millward, 

the Director for Fair Access and Participation in the Office for Students, coherently 

explains the concept of access: 

 

Just as HE can create opportunities, it can reflect and indeed entrench 
disadvantage. If you have the ability and desire to enter higher education but 
you can’t access the right course for you at the right time for you; if you’re 
unable to continue with your studies or to perform to your full ability once you 
get there; if you’re unable to capitalise on the time and money you have 
invested in HE in your later life and career (Millward, 2018). 
 

Accessibility can be improved in a myriad of ways, tailored to address specific barriers 

that disadvantaged young people face in their locale. 

 

Barriers to Accessing HE 

To widen participation, it is important to recognise and address the obstacles which 

exist for young people from WP backgrounds, to give them an equal opportunity of 

entering HE.  Redressing barriers can enable WP applicants to make an effective 

transition from school or college to HE.  Browitt and Croll (2015) suggest that barriers 

can be systemic, whereby the profile of the school attended has a poor progression 

to HE, and residing in a disadvantaged and inadequately resourced area provides 

restricted opportunities.  Individual barriers are also reported, such as a young person 

being the first in their family to consider university, or living in a community which 

impedes an aspiration for HE (ditto).  When combined, these barriers can result in a 

person lacking knowledge that they can progress to university or the self-confidence 

that this is achievable.  Furthermore, Thomas (2002) found these barriers impact 

negatively once in HE, in relation to student retention and success.  As the focus of 

this research study, the POP aims to break down barriers for young people from 

disadvantaged backgrounds reaching their educational and academic potential.  As a 

result, the eligibility criteria for the POP accounts for structural barriers that may exist 

within local communities, varied and inequitable learning experiences, and financial 

impediments. 
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Social 

In their study on familial traits of lifelong learning, Gorard et al. (1999) found that 

trends in participation had a familial component, to a certain degree.  Crucial 

influences on a young person’s educational attainment include parental education and 

income (Feinstein et al., 2004).  Job status and family size are also pertinent.  Families 

are commonly recognised as a fundamental factor in primary and post-primary 

educational performance, and by extension, in HE too (Wilkins and Burke, 2013).  

Similar educational routes within families are documented within compulsory 

education, such as the occupational experience of parents being habitually used as 

an explanatory characteristic in studies of educational attainment (Halsey et al., 

1980). 

With regards to low family income, according to the DfE (2017), students eligible for 

FSM - a proxy for social class within educational settings - are much less likely to 

achieve 5 or more A*-C grades at GCSE than their more advantaged peers (39.1% 

vs 66.7% in 2016).  This divergence continues in subsequent phases of education; 

for instance, in 2017, just 4.9% of FSM young people attained 3+ A*-A grades, 

compared to 11.0% of other young people (DfE, 2017). 

Another contributory factor towards educational underachievement can be the local 

neighbourhood or community; likewise, a young person’s situation may bestow a low 

priority and peer-group status given to educational and academic achievement, and 

a scarcity of compensating local role models.  Where a person is born and brought 

up forms their social prospects and access to participation in HE.  This led Gorard 

and See (2013) to report that individuals who resided in the most underprivileged 

neighbourhoods were least inclined to enrol in HE. 

Turning to the local context, NI comprises some of the highest concentrations of 

deprivation and socio-economic disadvantage within the UK (Bradshaw, 2016).  One 

way this is evidenced is through differential educational outcomes between selective 

and non-selective school pupils in NI (Gallagher, 2019), with more students from 

advantaged areas tending to go to selective schools.  The impact of academic 

selection on the educational experiences of pupils in NI has been widely documented 

in the literature (Gardner, 2016; Elwood, 2013).  The consequences of transition 

include the “disruption of friendship groups, negative effects on self-esteem, and a 

narrowing of the Key Stage 2 curriculum” (Henderson, 2020:3).  An important issue is 

that academic selection amplifies socio-economic stratification and has adverse 
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consequences for young people’s educational experiences and outcomes at the end 

of post-primary school (Shewbridge et al., 2014).  The likelihood of non-FSM pupils 

achieving five GCSEs in comparison to their FSM equivalents is four times higher in 

Northern Ireland (Millar et al., 2013).  The differences between the proportion of FSM 

pupils in grammar and non-grammar sectors indicates that academic selection may 

hinder fairness (Henderson, 2020).  The lack of opportunities (capabilities) and 

environments for them to be achieved (functionings), remains a structural barrier 

which confines the educational aspirations of disadvantaged young people (ibid).  

Therefore, schooling continues to be a barrier to educational underachievement, as 

living in a deprived area often correlates with attendance at inadequately equipped 

and badly performing schools (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2009).  

Due to structural inequalities, these schools may lack the information and guidance 

to support university applications, as well as the absence of shared appreciation of 

educational attainment from student peers, and a distraction of limited teaching time 

to keeping discipline (Gorard et al., 2020). 

Socialisation factors of education may also reproduce social inequalities (Wilkins and 

Burke, 2013).  Specifically, the shortage of access to networks abounding in 

resources signifies an important aspect of social inequality, as middle-class students 

are characteristically afforded support within the social networks of their families, 

schools, and other social organisations (Stanton-Salazar, 2001).  Schools function as 

places of social development for their pupils through positive teacher-student 

associations (Croninger and Lee, 2001).  Often, schools are the most dependable 

source of stability and social support for socioeconomically underprivileged children 

(Noguera, 2001).  Whilst the POP is open to students from any secondary school in 

Northern Ireland, it recruits largely from non-grammar schools. 

 

School Experience 

Experience at primary and secondary level sets the foundation for what could be a 

permanent attitude towards learning (Dunne et al., 2007).  As discussed above, a 

transfer test is prevalent in NI to determine progression from primary to secondary 

school.  It is widely documented how those who underwent the transfer test indicated 

its often-distressing effects (Henderson, 2020) and understandably, attainment at 

school influences the selection of choices post-16 (Pustjens et al., 2004).  Therefore, 

positive educational experiences are key elements of enduring attitudes towards later 
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learning (Timperley et al., 2007).  In contrast, those who consider themselves to have 

been a failure at school, often view post-school learning as immaterial to their needs 

and abilities (Blandford, 2017).  

In attempting to determine the factors which influence an individual continuing their 

education to tertiary level, Gorard and Rees (2002) found that traits which are 

established early in life (age, gender and family background) predicted advancement 

to HE with 75% accuracy.  Combining the early schooling variables enhanced the 

accuracy of estimation to 90%, which may be as a result of family poverty, or could 

be attributed to a lack of role models and expectations, or negative experiences of 

schooling.  Indeed, various research studies have been carried out to explain this 

phenomenon.  For example, at the behest of the Basic Skills Agency, Gorard et al. 

(2004:94) performed an exploratory factor analysis of indicators of relative 

disadvantage, detailed in Figure 2.1 below. 

Figure 2.1 – Indicators of Relative Disadvantage (Gorard et al., 2004:94)  

1. attainment in English, Maths and Science at Key Stages 1-3;  

2. a GCSE benchmark of five or more grades A*-C;  

3. the number of school leavers with no qualifications; 

4. the number of adults with no recognised qualification; 

5. indicators of childhood disadvantage; 

6. eligibility for FSM at primary and secondary school; 

7. child poverty; children living in households on benefit;  

8. protected and registered children;  

9. where people were born;  

10. local economic activity rates;  

11. the proportion of those on benefit;  

12. unemployment rates at age 16;  

13. long-term and overall unemployment;  

14. social housing;  

15. household income;  

16. health scores;  

17. life expectancy;  

18. total absences from school;   

19. teenage pregnancy indicators; 

20. and the proportion of abortions. 
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Many of the above factors, particularly numbers 1-9, have been, and are currently, 

used as eligibility criteria for WP outreach programmes.  Gorard et al. (2004) contend 

that the inequalities in early education could therefore be regarded as symptom of 

acute social disadvantage, arguing that this early-life inequality is then manifested in 

subsequent non-participation.  Collectively, these variables serve to produce a lifelong 

negative attitude to learning which has been exacerbated by societal preconceptions 

and prejudices.   

 

Economic 

An enduring factor in determining participation in HE has been the perceived 

economic benefits (Becker, 1974).  Many students enter HE because they expect a 

long-term gain of enhanced earnings (Kay and Sundaraj, 2004).  Yet, better paid jobs 

from a higher education are uncertain; Dearing called attention to the prospect “that 

students entering HE will either progress from privileged pasts to privileged futures or 

from less privileged pasts to less secure and lower status futures” (1997:106); and 

the OECD (2018) reported that WP in HE may not bring about improved opportunities 

in the job market and that students from the most underprivileged backgrounds are 

inclined to obtain jobs with lower standing and less income than their peers, even with 

the advantage of university.  If education is seen as a weak substitute to earning an 

income through employment (Ulrich, 2004), calculating the cost of HE is thus an 

important factor in decision making, particularly for WP students. 

Thomas et al. (2002) noted that expenditure of remaining in education can be both 

direct (student fees) and indirect (transport, child-care, and relinquished income).  For 

some full-time students, part-time employment is deemed indispensable to facilitate 

them to fund their course.  More than 65% of students may work part-time, which is 

seldom related to their course (Hall, 2010), and some students work for substantially 

more than the maximum 12 hours advised by the Select Committee on Education and 

Employment (Noble, 2004).  Hence the burden of needing to work could also result in 

missing lectures, which may then lead to a decision to withdraw from university 

(Bamber and Tett, 2000).  

The situation is graver for part-time students with full-time employment, who may also 

have child-care responsibilities (Winn, 2002) which impinge on their education and 

socialisation, potentially creating a barrier to participation (FEU, 1993).  Undertaking 
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study often involves a modification of lifestyle, which may be exacerbated for those 

with dependants or in long-term relationships.  This is reported to be more prevalent 

for learning in women’s lives than for men (Abroms and Goldscheider, 2002).  

Therefore, it is not surprising that in reference to those embarking on HE study whilst 

in employment, Schuller et al. (1997) emphasised the importance of employer support 

through paid fees or time off. 

Concerns about access to HE spread after tuition fees were announced in 1998 

(Chowdry et al., 2013).  Pre-1998, university attendance was free and there was a 

means-tested bursary for living expenses.  While the 1998 fees were means-tested 

and modest (circa £1,000), payment before beginning a course was obligatory and 

there were concerns that the likelihood of fees would be an impediment to 

participation in university for disadvantaged students (Callender, 2014).  Some data 

indicates that underprivileged young people in the UK are generally more debt averse 

and leave university with more debt (Pennell and West, 2005).  Yet the current debate 

about financial impediment identifies an interesting viewpoint that the introduction of 

fees in 1998 did not decrease the comparative participation rate of disadvantaged 

students in HE (Universities UK, 2007; Wyness, 2009).  This consequence could be 

due to the fees being a comparatively small fraction of the overall cost of attending 

HE, or perhaps because students were optimistic and anticipated significant yields on 

their investment.  The UK system is becoming progressively more complex, as UK 

universities have each decided their own policies and procedures for the allocation of 

bursaries (Spacey and Johnson, 2018) and the level of support available can vary 

greatly between HEIs (Wyness, 2017).  “Since 2012, universities wishing to raise their 

fees above the basic rate have been required to develop annual ‘access agreements’, 

which set out how they will sustain or improve access for underrepresented groups” 

(DfE, 2017:9).  Undoubtedly, the expense of university may unduly influence 

prospective non-traditional young people from low-income families (Education and 

Employment Committee, 2001).  However, it is somewhat alarming that when 

university was free and there were grants available to cover living costs, involvement 

in university by social class was no more equitable (Cooper et al., 2013).  Ultimately, 

there is a risk that the WP debate is commandeered by an emphasis on obstacles 

such as fees, to the detriment of more important institutional, societal, and lifelong 

change.   
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Implications of Barriers to HE 

What takes place at age 16 could be vital to comprehending inequities in HE because 

“many 16-year-olds who stay on do so to gain qualifications for higher education” 

(Raffe et al., 2001:46).  There is a greater focus on choice at 16 than at 18 (McLinden, 

2003).  In effect, it seems the choice to enter university is taken several years before, 

and the visibility and reception of HE may be a significant influence on retention levels 

at age 16.  This is significant because it may inform how best to target outreach 

activity. 

The socio-economic variance in university enrolment is primarily derived from 

individuals not achieving as favourably in post-primary school as their more privileged 

peers, endorsing the body of literature that socio-economic variances arise 

comparatively early in people’s lives (Manstead, 2018).  The inference is that 

concentrating policy changes on supporting underprivileged young people at aged 18 

to apply to HE is doubtful to have an effect on decreasing the socio-economic variance 

in HE participation and specifically, unlikely to significantly boost participation.  Thus, 

programmes which target WP students with good GCSE results could be viable but 

may not lead to a surge in university enrolment levels, compared with initiatives to 

enhance attainment at primary school level (The Brilliant Club, 2018).  Young people’s 

social and emotional capabilities, such as self-esteem, are also central to shaping a 

person’s educational outcomes, and such non-cognitive capacities seem more 

impressionable later in childhood (Carneiro and Heckman, 2003), which could be 

used to justify outreach activity at post-primary level. 

While universities are acting to improve evaluation of their activities, at present there 

is not much available evidence on the usefulness of initiatives that could be scalable 

nationally.  Furthermore, incorporating educational disadvantage criteria and 

academic ability into HEIs’ admissions practices has been challenging, together with 

an emergent concern regarding the lack of support for WP students post-entry, when 

enrolled on degree programmes (Annetts et al., 2017).  Unsurprisingly, many 

government and public-sector stakeholders see the WP mission ending when 

students enter university (HEPI, 2020). 

From the discussion above, it is evident that structural barriers may significantly 

influence a young person’s educational experience and achievement.  These factors 

are later returned to in Chapter 6, through discussion of their relevance to the POP 
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participants, but this literature review now considers participants’ experiences of WP 

in HE. 

 

Participants’ Experiences and the Effectiveness of WP in HE 

This section outlines existing research studies on participants’ views and experiences 

of WP programmes across the UK, Ireland and further afield.  The choice of studies 

is justified because they align to the focus of this dissertation and an opportunity to 

learn from their findings and where the gaps are by locating my own study within the 

wider literature of studies of participants’ views in WP programmes. 

 

A study by Annetts et al. (2017) on Access to Higher Education Abertay Dundee 

[AHEAD] focused on the progression, attainment and experiences of students going 

from WP programmes to university.  Findings from the student respondents reported 

positive experiences of developing study skills, building confidence and self-esteem.  

Negative features highlighted by participants included a poor understanding and 

knowledge of AHEAD amongst some staff members, not feeling a perception of fitting 

in to the University, and the pace and level of academic study.  The results from this 

study were significant because they promoted reflection on current practice and 

informed subsequent programme review (Annetts et al. (2017), an anticipated 

outcome shared by my own research study. 

 

McFarlane (2019a) conducted a study with students already at university who had 

come through participation in WP initiatives.  Implementing a capabilities approach, 

the key findings suggested that a model based on immersing school pupils within the 

HE learning environment prior to entry can serve as an enabler for capability 

development and equitable transitions.  “The impact of the experience on learners is 

evidenced by their self-reported capabilities for practical reason about post-school 

choices; their academic grounding in chosen university subjects and their ability to 

apply critical analysis skills to complex problems” (McFarlane, 2019a:21).  

Participants reported developing as independent learners, and their sense of 

belonging in HE was engendered via social relations and networks.  Their maturity 

was developed from being treated with respect and recognised as HE learners, and 

their emotional health was supported within a learning environment which was friendly 

and supportive.  The outcome of developing capabilities for HE was a transitional 



35 
 

experience which was smoother and easier than it might otherwise have been, 

facilitated by a shift in learner identity from that of school ‘pupil’ to HE ‘student’, with 

the result of an achieved functioning as an HE student.  This research by McFarlane 

(2019a) is similar to my own in that it explores the experiences and views of 

participants in a pre-entry WP programme, through the lens of the capabilities 

approach.  However, McFarlane’s study differs in its focus on participants’ post-entry 

reflections, after they started university, concentrating on the effectiveness of the WP 

pre-entry programme in preparing participants for HE.  A previous study by McFarlane 

(2016) suggested that pre-entry interventions with an academic focus were the most 

effective, as they helped “develop peer networks and friendships, create links with 

academic members of staff, shape realistic expectations, improve academic skills, 

develop students’ confidence, demonstrate future relevance and nurture belonging” 

(McFarlane, 2016:8). 

 

Data from a previous study by McFarlane (2016) highlighted the importance of 

potential HE students becoming accultured to the university environment.  Tinto and 

Engstrom (2008) observed that students withdraw from HE if they are not successfully 

integrated both socially, and academically.  Pupils on the Advanced Higher 

programme in Scotland had the opportunity to experience life as a university student 

and reported feeling more prepared for university because of this (McFarlane, 2016).  

Similarly, the preparedness and acculturation of pre-entry WP programmes is an 

aspect shared by my own research study.   

 

From the literature, it is apparent that some WP programmes are multi-institutional, 

including Realising Opportunities and Reach Scotland.  These initiatives were 

evaluated by Younger et al. (2019) and focused on academic support, university 

familiarisation, financial advice, financial aid, careers and subject choice advice, and 

school-wide reform.  While reporting positive effects, Younger et al. (2019) concluded 

that it was impossible to derive which elements of each programme the positive 

findings could be attributed to.  A further multi-institutional WP initiative was the 

Academic Enrichment Programme [AEP] delivered by the University of Birmingham, 

Manchester University and Nottingham University (Barkat, 2019:1166).  Like the POP 

that is the focus of this dissertation, the AEP was devised to embolden the most able 

students from underprivileged backgrounds to apply successfully to research-led 

HEIs.  The AEP endeavoured to tackle the many barriers encountered by young 
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people who had conventionally been under-represented at selective universities by 

offering sustained, intensive support with academic skills, university applications, and 

an e-mentoring programme, delivered through a residential summer school.  The 

findings from student participants’ experiences in the AEP (Barkat, 2019) reported 

raised ambitions, attitude, confidence, motivation, knowledge, understanding, and 

achievement; as a result, Barkat (2019) concluded that the AEP positively impacted 

socio-economically underprivileged students’ progression to selective HEIs.  In 

contrast, Rizzica (2020) reported that while a WP programme improved participants’ 

non-cognitive skills, such as motivation and self-confidence, it did not impact upon 

their performance in assessment.  Participant data led Rizzica (2020) to argue that 

increasing young people’s aspirations is inadequate for improving their educational 

achievement and that gaps in skills or family resources impede the involvement of 

young people from low SES backgrounds. 

 

Most studies on participants’ experiences of WP programmes focus primarily on the 

views of the young people involved, however some literature explored the 

experiences of other participants, such as parents, teachers and the WP project team.  

A study by Walton and Carrillo-Higueros (2019) reported teachers’ perspectives, 

which noted benefits in engaging WP programmes that widened beyond progression 

to HE and involved expanding life experiences beyond their neighbourhood and 

community.  The teachers considered activities such as parental and community 

support as being vital, but this was surpassed by WP activities that focused on topics 

such as financial support or campus tours. 

 

Within an international domain, a systematic review by Heaslip et al. (2020) 

thematically analysed 26 papers on participants’ experiences of WP programmes.  

They reiterated the value of WP activity focusing on ‘how and why’ questions, rather 

than the ‘what works’ issue, judged by the impact of outreach on student numbers.   

Heaslip et al. (2020) reported that successful strategies could include improving 

guidance and support consistently across schools, working with children in primary 

as well as secondary schools, focusing on parents in addition to their children, and 

building rapport and positive attitudes with teachers to move away from deficit 

constructions of aspirations.  Heaslip et al’s. (2020) systematic review is highly 

relevant to my own research study because of the shared focus on participants’ views 

and experiences, rather than ‘what works’. 



37 
 

A study by Rissman et al. (2013) focused on WP activity within a university in 

Queensland, Australia.  Like my study, interviews collected data from parents, 

teachers, students, and HEI staff to assess the effectiveness of the programme.  

Respondents regarded the programme as a useful opportunity to experience 

university learning.  Features of the programme that parents highlighted were financial 

and time savings, the opportunity for their child to experience university learning, 

which could aid retention, and acceptance into university on completion.  The parents 

of participating students asserted that the programme led to enhanced optimism and 

pride for their children.  Among student respondents, the programme dispelled 

anxieties and cultivated self-confidence that HE was now a possibility, offered 

additional post-school choices, aided subject selection, improved fortitude and 

resolve, and encouraged participants to improve their productivity and time 

management (Rissman et al., 2013).  This aligns closely to my own study in that the 

participants are similar, however, it differs by the research instruments used, with 

Rissman et al. collecting qualitative focus group data rather than quantitative survey 

data. 

 

A recent study by Ravulo et al. (2020:16) researched participants’ experiences in two 

WP programmes run by Western Sydney University in Australia.  The first initiative, 

Fast Forward, was found to have aided pupils aged 14-16 to be prepared mentally 

and academically for HE.  The development of confidence to go to university, and a 

greater knowledge of its practices, helped prepare these young people for success.  

Similarly, the project team ruminated over the influences of the programme, while 

parents appreciated the positive experience of HE, alongside the life-skills being 

formed by the programme.  From the second initiative, Steps, students emphasised 

their expanded perceptions of what HE can proffer, whereby they felt increased 

confidence to discuss with their parents about applying to university.  Their teachers 

observed a boost in participants’ confidence, familiarity, reassurance, and 

comprehension. 

 

The research studies outlined above considered participants’ views and experiences 

of WP programmes, from parents and teachers, to the WP project teams and the 

students themselves.  The literature highlights lessons learned by foregrounding the 

value and usefulness of WP initiatives, along with cognisance of similarities and 
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differences to my own study.  This leads to consideration of the effectiveness of WP 

programmes. 

 

Effectiveness of WP Programmes 

The ‘effectiveness’ of WP encompasses an array of interpretations incorporating 

variances in participants’ understanding, awareness and attitudes to university, 

knowledge and skills obtained, and levels of achievement.  Determining the impact of 

publicly funded WP initiatives is perplexing.  “Establishing causal relationships, 

measuring longitudinal ‘impacts’ and separating out the influences of an intervention 

from other influences” (Evans et al., 2018:4) are a few of the problems encountered 

by practitioners endeavouring to appraise their WP interventions, usually as a 

consequence of the methods employed.  The difficulties associated with determining 

impact has been widely recognised by academic researchers, HE funding councils 

and WP practitioners within HEIs (HEA, 2012).  These concerns are somewhat 

responsible for the absence of rigorous evaluation on the effect and impact of WP 

activities (Bowes et al., 2013).  It has been reported that there is a paucity of 

evaluation to determine the enduring impact of WP activities in relation to what is most 

effective and why, with few longitudinal studies (particularly at a national level) and a 

focus on outputs from programmes instead of the effects on participants. 

 

Thomas (2011) observed that enquiry regarding the influence of pre-entry activities 

on HE participation was minuscule.  Wyness (2017) perceived an obvious drawback 

to researching WP was that there has been scarce research to investigate the 

experiences of those involved to change practice.  This makes it difficult to determine 

whether universities are financing successful activities.  Likewise, Bowes et al (2013) 

reported that there has been a noticeable paucity of national-level evaluation on the 

influence of pre-entry initiatives, and there have been problems with assimilating 

institutional, regional and national data.  To date, no association between pre-entry 

activities and participation has been determined.  This helps to explain the calls from 

UK funding councils for more effective evaluation of WP work to be produced (OfS, 

2018; HEFCW, 2016). 

 

A study by the McFarlane (2019b) reported that HEIs were not encapsulating the 

medium- and long-term outcomes of their WP initiatives in relation to the impact on 

participants.  Rather, the focus was on gauging the outputs (activities and events) 
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instead of the effects of their programmes on participants.  Likewise, the OfS (2018) 

reported that many HEIs and partnerships did not have baseline data to position their 

outcomes. 

There is currently a lack of advice and support for HEIs on what is meant by impact, 

how to measure impact, and by what means to perform evaluation, with a view to 

demonstrating short, medium, and long-term outcomes.  Consequently, the OfS 

(2018) have expressed a need to appraise the approaches implemented by 

universities to programme evaluation and measuring impact.  Furthermore, there is a 

requirement to discover the obstacles and challenges to evaluation encountered by 

WP practitioners, which is linked to this study since the research is practitioner-led.  

Indeed, there have been recent developments in the evaluation of WP in HE which 

are significant. 

 

The OfS have provided guidance on using standards of evidence to evaluate the 

impact of outreach (OfS, 2021a) and developed a self-evaluation tool to assist 

providers to review whether their evaluation plans and methodologies go far enough 

to generate high quality evidence about the impact of activities in their access and 

participation plans.  The tool should also help to identify where efforts might be 

focused in future to improve the strength and quality of evaluations.  

 

A welcomed development is the Network for Evaluating and Researching University 

Participation Interventions [NERUPI], which is a community of practice seeking to 

reduce inequalities in HE access, participation, and progression.  NERUPI members 

work with a devised Evaluation Framework to “plan, develop and evaluate their 

programmes and activities with clear aims and objectives based on both theory and 

practice” (NERUPI, 2021).  However, it is notable that the University in which my 

research study is set is not currently a NERUPI member.  

 

Established by the OfS in 2019, Transforming Access and Student Outcomes in HE 

[TASO] enables HE professionals to access research, toolkits, and evaluation 

guidance.  TASO's vision is to eliminate equality gaps in HE and improve lives through 

evidence-informed practice.  TASO is “committed to the generation, synthesis and 

dissemination of high-quality evidence about effective practice in widening 

participation and student outcomes” (TASO, 2021). 
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National Collaborative Outreach Programmes [NCOP] (recently rebranded as Uni 

Connect) represent a multi-million-pound investment in raising attainment, as 

collaborative projects and partnerships which aim to raise expectations (OfS, 2021b).  

NCOPs focus on providing information, advice, and guidance on the benefits and 

realities of going to university or college, with an emphasis on what works. 

 

Finally, in July 2020, the Widening Participation and Lifelong Learning journal 

released a special edition on evaluating WP initiatives, foregrounding innovative 

practice (The Open University, 2020). 

 

 

Effective Outreach 

To achieve a more nuanced understanding of what WP initiatives are effective in 

certain circumstances, Universities Scotland commissioned a literature review 

(Riddell et al., 2013).  One core recommendation was the adoption of evaluation into 

universities’ WP initiatives as common practice.  The report recognises the difficulty 

in determining causality rather than correlation, primarily due to the longevity of 

activities and the difficulty in disentangling one intervention compared to another.  This 

stresses the importance of tracking participants.  Research by the Office for Fair 

Access [OFFA] (2017) focused on evaluating the impact of outreach for 

disadvantaged adult learners. “A key recommendation emerging from this case study 

is that, for the impact of outreach to be credibly measured, the sector desperately 

needs a data tracking system, with unique individual identifiers to monitor individual 

learners’ progress” (OFFA, 2017:40).  An over-reliance on one measure that may 

work at a national level might be at the expense of different measures more attuned 

to local circumstances.  As a result, contextual details are important. 

 

Awareness of what makes outreach programmes effective can enrich the planning, 

delivery and evaluation of such interventions.  Australia’s National Centre for Student 

Equity in Higher Education generated research for the Australian Government on the 

effectiveness of WP programmes in supporting and facilitating underprivileged 

students to access HE, particularly those from low socio-economic backgrounds.  

Findings from the research led to the development of an approach to the design and 

evaluation of outreach programmes – the Design and Evaluation Matrix for Outreach 

(Skene et al., 2016:18), which has ten features detailed in Figure 2.2 below. 
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Figure 2.2 – Design and Evaluation Matrix for Outreach (Skene et al., 2016:18) 

 

The most pertinent of these features to my research on the POP are numbers one, 

two, and seven to ten, since the study seeks to ascertain the experiences of POP 

participants in relation to their aspirations, preparedness and learning for university.  

The sixth point of the matrix – to construct thorough evaluation policy apprised by WP 

literature – is a considered aim of the research; to influence practice within my own 

work and institution. 

 

Skene et al. (2016) deemed WP programmes with four or more of these 

characteristics to have depth, and those with two or more characteristics to have 

breadth.  These benchmarks offer a useful advice regarding the future planning of WP 

activities.  On a broader scale, Moore et al. (2013:iii) reported five effective 

approaches towards improving access to HE (see Figure 2.3 below). 

 

  

1. People-rich: activities which connect students with WP staff, academic teaching staff, student 

ambassadors and role models. 

2. Provide financial support: all costs of programme participation should be covered. 

3. Early, long-term and sustained: from the start of secondary school (age 11) or earlier if 

possible. 

4. Recognition of difference: staff work in culturally appropriate ways and value diversity in 

activity design and delivery. 

5. Enhance the academic curriculum: professional development activities for academic teaching 

staff can enhance curriculum development. 

6. Research-driven: a comprehensive evaluation policy to be in place, informed by 

contemporary literature on widening participation. 

7. Demonstrate collaboration: partners to include schools, current students, plus corporate and 

charitable organisations. 

8. Cohort-based: use whole-class/year activities and offer multiple points of engagement. 

9. Provide information about HE: communication among students, parents and communities. 

10. University on-site experiences: on-campus visits and residential camps can build confidence 

and de-mystify the university experience. 
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Figure 2.3 – Improving Access to HE (Moore et al., 2013:iii) 

 

 

Numbers one and three are most relevant to the POP, which partners with schools 

and colleges to offer reduced entry criteria to participants.  Collectively, through their 

research on determining the effectiveness of WP in HE initiatives, the 

recommendations by Skene et al. (2016) and Moore et al. (2013) provide a scaffold 

to support the design, or perhaps even re-design, of effective outreach programmes.  

As a result, the research study in this dissertation seeks to determine the pertinence 

and suitability of such approaches. 

 

In the UK, it has been “recognised that widening access to HE alone is not sufficient 

to achieve broader goals of social justice, social mobility and economic prosperity; 

support for students to be successful in HE and beyond is also required” (Jones, 

2008:46).  This research points to the importance of: pre-entry information, 

preparation and admission; induction and transition support; curriculum development; 

social engagement; student support; and monitoring.  National research (Thomas, 

2011) has identified the importance of student engagement and belonging, especially 

in the academic sphere, to improve retention and success.  In line with this evidence 

and research from the USA and Australia, HEFCE, OFFA and many institutions are 

promoting an inclusive approach to increasing retention and success.  This is 

facilitated by pre- and post-entry engagement to improve the transition process and 

supported by a range of academic development and pastoral support services.  

Thomas et al. (2010) report that interventions to improve student employability have 

not generally been targeted at WP students, nor any effort to widen access among 

postgraduate students. 

 

1. Partnerships between HEIs, schools and colleges. 

2. Curriculum and pedagogical approaches that can accommodate different learning styles and 

diversity, focusing on acceleration instead of remediation. 

3. Supplementary admissions routes based on either reduced entry criteria for different groups 

or alterative progression pathways for non-school leavers. 

4. Access and foundation courses for up to one year in duration which offer students the 

opportunity to gain a greater familiarisation with HE alongside developmental education; 

study skills support; information, advice and guidance (IAG) around careers, and available 

financial support. 

5. Information and media campaigns to inform student choice. 
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The call from governments to demonstrate the impact of WP has led to a greater focus 

on the recruitment of students to HE, rather than aspiration building as a stand-alone 

activity. Educational activities that increase the proportion of target groups achieving 

entry level requirements and those that provide a direct route into HE, for instance, 

compact agreements and foundation courses, are proving to have the biggest impact 

on both access and retention (Bowes et al., 2013).  These have often been delivered 

alongside pedagogical reforms and activities to build familiarity with HE.  When these 

activities are delivered as part of a national programme, then access courses and 

progression pathways tend to be more visible, more accessible, more transferable 

across regions and institutions, more structured and easier to monitor and evaluate 

than institutional programmes operating in relative isolation (Bowes et al., 2013). 

 

Approaches have been proven to be most effective when they are: integrated across 

educational sectors; sustained rather than one-off interventions; systematic (following 

national policy guidelines but with the flexibility to align with institutional missions); 

holistic (bringing a range of supports together including academic, financial and 

cultural capital building); practical (helping students engage in steps towards HE such 

as increasing grades and achieving entry requirements); and efficient (delivering the 

most effective use of limited public and institutional resources).   

 

 

International Approaches to the Evaluation of WP Programmes 

The level of development of both national and institutional evaluations of access and 

outreach and retention and success activities varies greatly, from national evaluation 

frameworks and national level evaluations to institutional data, which might not be 

published or available to the wider sector.  HEFCE’s (2013) international researchers 

note that coherent and reliable evaluation of WP initiatives is essential to determine 

programme effectiveness but can be problematic to design and instigate for several 

reasons.  Ascertaining cause and effect can be difficult because of an array of 

individual, institutional, societal, and policy contexts can impact outcomes.  Related 

to cause and effect is how to disjoin impact through which elements of specific 

activities are the most and least successful (Bowes et al., 2013).  Furthermore, there 

is significant diversity in institutional approaches to WP as access, retention and 

finance can fluctuate widely across different programmes, making tracking and 

evaluation difficult.  The availability of research evidence is concerning for Bowes et 
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al. (2013), given the bulk of the understanding around impact and effectiveness in 

relation to retention and success strategies is kept by individual HEIs working directly 

with participants, and is often unpublished or considered at national policy levels. 

 

Since the late 1990s there is evidence of progress in the participation rates of students 

from lower socio-economic groups in HE (Gale and Parker, 2013).  However, there 

has been a shortage of evaluation of the influence of pre-entry interventions and there 

have been issues combining data from regional, local, and institutional interventions.  

Fundamentally, it has not been viable to determine a correlation between 

interventions and progression to HE (ditto).  The international evidence reflects and 

reinforces the existing evidence on WP in the UK and also helps to extend our 

understanding of the issues.  Of foremost concern is funding for HEIs to widen access.  

Transnational research on this domain was commissioned by HEFCE, focusing on 

Australia, Ireland, South Africa and the USA.  The researchers (Bowes et al., 2013) 

found that all of these countries provide finance to both encourage and reward HEIs 

to recruit students from specific target groups (Bowes et al., 2013).  This demonstrates 

national commitment to WP.  Furthermore, in the Netherlands there are government-

led drives to encourage access to HE (Hovdhaugen, 2013).  Yet, the evaluation of 

WP at national and institutional levels is of concern internationally.  National and 

institutional level evaluation work should inform national policy and practice.  

Consequently, evaluation should function at various levels and be capable of being 

co-ordinated and synthesised, including longitudinal analysis and comparisons 

between institutions (Keane, 2013).  This could result in non-prescriptive guidance for 

practitioners working in the field.  If an evaluation approach is perceived to be 

restrictive, inflexible, or arduous, it may encounter more resistance than one that 

recognises diversity and permits HEIs to meet their own requirements.  By 

commenting on the evaluation of WP schemes in the USA, Australia, Ireland, Norway, 

and South Africa, Bowes et al. (2013) identify exemplar practice. 

 

The nationally funded access programmes in the USA only benefit about three per 

cent of eligible students, but they are rigorously evaluated and operate as exemplars 

of effective practice, which inform other interventions designed by states, institutions 

and others (Cahalan, 2013).  In Australia, a framework has been developed that is 

non-prescriptive and acknowledges the complexity of the issues and the diversity of 

contexts, while offering a structure that can be used for analysis (Gale and Parker, 
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2013).  The Republic of Ireland has developed specific routes for students from 

disadvantaged groups and disabled students which have added significantly to 

advancing participation by these groups in HE (Keane, 2013).  Ireland and Australia 

have developed ‘bridging programmes’ to access HE, while South Africa and Norway 

both offer alternative entry routes that acknowledge informal learning and recognise 

proficiencies.  Indeed, greater attention could be afforded to bridging programmes 

and alternative entry routes to help the access of young people who otherwise would 

not have suitable entry qualifications.  Bowes et al. (2013) report that developing 

nationally recognised programmes would be beneficial, and thought should be given 

to how supplementary expenditure for students could be reduced or eradicated. 

 

As comparators to WP in UK HEIs, in the USA, Ireland and Australia, national 

formative evaluations have been moderately successful in judging the value of a 

variety of strategies, programmes and practices.  The outcomes continue to inform 

dialogue and debate about the modification and further development of approaches.  

This is indicative of an affiliation between national and institutional level evaluations 

which is creating a fusion of research material emphasising effective approaches.  It 

is noted that a harmonised approach to monitoring and evaluation is less well 

developed in Norway and South Africa, where it is restricted to institutional level 

assessment of individual activities (Bowes et al., 2013). 

 

Reflection on how WP resources are allocated could help distinguish between 

aspiration-raising activities and those that have a more direct influence upon 

recruitment of target groups to HE.  Whilst the literature deems early interventions 

important, activities that deliver a flow of students for HEIs have the greatest impact 

on improving access statistics (Thomas, 2012). 

 

When compared to the emphasis placed on secondary school level attainment and 

access to HE, the international evidence reveals less of a policy focus on student 

retention and completion in HE.  There is even less concern from a policy standpoint 

about target groups’ progression to employment and postgraduate level study (Moore 

et al., 2013).  There is a paucity of national level evaluations and coherent national 

evaluation frameworks for assessing retention strategies.  These are new and 

emerging areas in terms of national level policy, institutional priority and monitoring 

and evaluation focus. 
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Chapter Summary 

This literature review has explored educational disadvantage and underachievement, 

the barriers that young people from WP backgrounds face, and implications for 

practice, as located in the context of WP in HE.  The review also considered research 

studies on participants’ experiences of WP programmes, alongside the effectiveness 

of WP programmes, incorporating international comparison.  Several ideas arise, 

signifying some factors to be considered for this research study.  Firstly, cognisance 

of the obstacles and impediments to a good education, particularly that of socio-

economic status.  Secondly, individual WP programmes may be designed to 

specifically target social, economic, and educational barriers.  Thirdly, a range of 

characteristics can be planned in WP outreach activities as a measure of impact, such 

as those outlined in the Design and Evaluation Matrix for Outreach (Skene et al., 

2016).  It is evident that WP initiatives can equip disadvantaged groups with an 

increased ability to resist educational inequalities.  The issues presented here will be 

contemplated in light of the research data in Chapters 5 and 6, however, Chapter 3 

now considers the chosen theoretical framework for this study. 
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Chapter 3 - Theoretical Framework: the Capabilities Approach 

 

Introduction 

A clear epistemology which informs, supports, and drives a research study is 

important when researching WP.  This influences the choice of theoretical framework 

to help focus research questions and instruments, and to explain the data.  The 

literature review in Chapter 2 underlined the obstacles that young people from WP 

backgrounds can face in accessing HE, and considered the effectiveness of WP 

initiatives.  The evidence presented in the literature review suggests that a conceptual 

framework is required which addresses the process, purpose and impact of a WP 

programme, and which foregrounds barriers to overcoming educational disadvantage. 

 

In this chapter, I present the capabilities approach and argue why is fit for the purpose 

for exploring WP in HE.  This framework is situated within a human development 

paradigm, which focuses on people having the freedom to fulfil their potential.  

Following an overview and definition of the capabilities approach, I consider its 

specific application within a WP in HE context.  This is used to contrast with other 

approaches, reflect its limitations, and justify the choice of methodology adopted in 

this study. 

 

 

Background 

The capabilities approach is one means of understanding young people’s under-

representation in HE.  It was developed in the 1980s by the Indian philosopher and 

economist Amartya Sen, for whom ideas of equal opportunity were inseparable from 

the notion of capabilities.  While Sen (1999) did not apply his ideas to learning, it was 

advanced by Nussbaum (2000) as a different approach to social justice theory, 

whereby the capabilities approach sought to provide an explanation for well-being and 

inequality.  The primary purpose of the capabilities approach is to advance human 

development by assessing what a person can do or be.  Within the capabilities 

concept, the emphasis is on an individual’s ability to convert resources into valuable 

achievements within the social and political context of any given society, “shifting 

analysis towards evaluating the conditions within which individuals can create 

opportunities to expand their capabilities” (Campbell and McKendrick, 2017:124). 
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Sen (1999) contends that a fairer society can be cultivated when there is equivalence 

in people’s capabilities to do or be what is important to them.  “A key concept in the 

approach is people’s functioning, which is an achievement or outcome, whereas a 

capability is the ability, or potential, to achieve” (Hannon et al., 2017:1228).  Therefore, 

a functioning may be deemed the fulfilment of capabilities (Nussbaum, 2011).  

Applying this to WP practice would realign the emphasis from an outcome-driven 

slant, centred on academic progression and attainment, toward an emboldening and 

deep reflection by each young person about the way future educational possibilities 

connect to what they value and consider they can elect to be or to do.  In this context, 

‘educational capabilities’ denotes students being inspired and knowledgeable to 

decide on an educational trajectory that they value.  The capabilities approach 

encourages liberty to make choices, including the liberty to decline what is perceived 

as the ‘better’ choice, determined by capacity for economic productivity.  As a result, 

the capabilities approach enables us to understand the interaction between a young 

person’s existing capabilities and those acquired by being provided by WP 

interventions; it supports an appreciation of the development of personal freedom.  

This is pertinent to researching WP programmes since respondents include students 

who withdrew from the programme, as well considering the choices of those who 

completed it. 

 

 

Definitions and Capability Theory 

A capability is a possible functioning, what an individual accomplishes or does, “the 

various things a person may value doing or being” (Sen, 1999:75).  Functionings may 

involve having good friendships, being knowledgeable, participating in peer 

discussions, or critical reasoning about society.  It is not possible to achieve a 

functioning without capabilities, which have value since they help with the fulfilment 

of important ambitions.  The opportunities available to an individual that help in 

obtaining valuable outcomes is described as a capability set.  The capabilities 

accessible to an individual is wide-ranging and can consist of being able to have a 

family, practise faith, get a decent job, access education, and live a life free of 

discrimination.  The difference concerning capability and functioning is significant 

since it examines below outcomes, to ponder what freedom an individual had to select 

and attain valued functioning.  For instance, a working class and middle-class young 

person in NI may receive the same result in a national mathematics exam, but this 
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does not automatically indicate that their opportunities to attain that outcome were 

equivalent.  The capability approach would examine beneath this result at the 

opportunities or freedoms each young person had to accomplish what they valued.  

The assessment of fairness and equality must then consider freedom in opportunities 

alongside observed preferences and outcomes.  Both in theory and practice, it is 

conceivable that two individuals can accomplish seemingly equitable outcomes from 

their education, for instance, identical degree classifications.  However, this 

information may not sufficiently reflect core distinctions in social background (gender, 

class, ethnicity, disability, religion) that may account for creating more or less 

privileged conditions and educational experiences, whereby “functionings mask very 

different capability sets” (Walker and Unterhalter, 2007:5).  HE should expand a 

person’s capability set so they can select preferences from a variety of equally 

meaningful choices.  “Following the capabilities approach, this would require equality 

of capability for diverse students and not just those whose family and socioeconomic 

backgrounds and capital are taken for granted in education” (Walker, 2008:478).  

Achieved functionings are not as important to Sen than the actual freedom that a 

person has to realise them.  It is then up to the individual what they do with their 

freedom, while cognisant of structural inequalities that might exist to limit such liberty.  

Moreover, the merit of capability approach for Robeyns (2018) is the disparity 

between achievements and opportunities to achieve.  By distancing from the 

prevailing supposition of the individual and what they can deliver, “the axis of analysis 

[shifts] to establishing and evaluating the conditions that enable individuals’ to thrive” 

(Walker and Unterhalter, 2007:2). 

 

Capability is a broader theory than competency.  While competence mainly relates to 

the ability to act effectively presently, capability encompasses competence while at 

the same time progressive in its emphasis on the realisation of potential (Stephenson 

and Yorke, 1998).   A capabilities approach highlights the capacity of people to take 

part in devising their personal developmental needs and the environment in which 

they live and work.  A capabilities approach is developmental and is motivated by the 

ability to control one’s learning and a capacity to effect change.  Capability 

incorporates and surpasses the competence in current circumstances to envisaging 

the future and helping make that happen.  Capability relates to both fitness of purpose 

and fitness for purpose (Stoof et al., 2002). Providing opportunities for young people 

to be accountable and responsible for their independent learning can equip them for 
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effective performance in their lives, can enhance their commitment to study, can 

promote greater understanding, can build self-assurance in their capacity to learn, 

and can help expand personal skills and qualities (Stephenson and Yorke, 1998). 

 

The gap between a person’s ‘internal capabilities’ (Nussbaum, 2000) and actual 

‘functionings’ is largely decided by the external environment, particularly the societal 

provisions of education which attend to facilitate or inhibit particular freedoms.  In an 

NI context, this is reflected by the grammar/non-grammar divide; parental, class and 

local community influence; and the fact that schools have historically been 

denominational, with parallel systems for Protestants and Catholics (McManus, 

2015). 

 

The capabilities approach has been utilised to scrutinise policy and practice in 

education, and is thought of as a substitute for neoliberal views, presenting a context 

through which the purpose, process and impact of education can be appraised (Hart, 

2012).  WP interventions such as the POP seek to break down social and cultural 

factors that may hinder students from accessing HE.  Thus, the capabilities approach 

is pertinent to evaluating the POP as a means of widening participation in HE. 

 

Nussbaum maintains that identifying a fluid list of capabilities is necessary to 

circumvent the difficulties of power and omission (Nussbaum, 2000).  The quandary 

of power raises the prospect that the powerful, in particular contexts, will choose 

capabilities to propagate their views, potentially to the detriment of marginalised 

groups.  Omission references the issue that certain groups may unintentionally ignore 

a capability that may be valuable to them; therefore, it is helpful to have a list from 

which to begin.  This is most pertinent in the situation of the transition to HE where, 

for instance, entering students may not yet have a sense of the capabilities that are 

important for successful university study, or may not have considered certain 

capabilities “due to adaptive preferences and the limitations of their schooling and/or 

social and economic contexts” (Wilson-Strydom, 2016:148).  The emphasis on 

admissions criteria based on merit may help those who can readily avail of 

educational opportunities and place them as more worthy of these opportunities 

(Oakes et al., 2000). 
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Capability and Education 

Sen refers to education as a foundational capability, one of “a relatively small number 

of centrally important beings and doings that are crucial to well-being” (1992:44).  

According to Boni and Walker (2016), educational resources influence, and help to 

multiply, other capabilities, in that an education capability develops additional human 

freedoms.  Boni and Walker (2016) explain that equal educational outcomes cannot 

be judged in the same way because the outcome does not account for variance in 

opportunities to achieve.  They contend that is not simply a matter of comparing the 

amount of resources people have, but to accept that “people need a different amount 

of resources in order to transform these into the functioning of being educated” (Boni 

and Walker, 2016:71).  Molla and Gale (2015) suggest that capabilities are developed 

by having access to education, such as the capacity to read and write.  Education 

increases freedom of choice, expands career prospects and encourages community 

engagement (Drèze and Sen, 2002).  “The ability to exercise freedom may, to a 

considerable extent, be directly dependent on the education we have received” (Sen, 

2003:55).  For Molla and Gale (2015:389), 

 
Education is central in achieving such valuable functionings as being 
knowledgeable and skilled, being recognised and respected, and accessing 
instrumental (economic and non-economic) benefits through employment and 
enlightenment.  Viewed from this perspective, inequality in education should 
be construed as deprivation of capabilities – not simply as lack of access.  
Framing the problem in terms of capability addresses limitations with 
traditional measures of inequality in education. 

 

Research studies on evaluating educational policies and programmes typically 

concentrate on finance, enrolment figures, exam results, or levels of progression.  

However, Molla and Gale (2015) detail how these methods may be inadequate by not 

taking account of educational preferences, hopes and aspirations, and the power to 

act.  In contrast, as a conceptual framework, the capabilities approach assesses 

social arrangements against people’s substantial freedoms or real opportunities to be 

and do as they choose, and focuses on material and non-material circumstances that 

impede people from having those opportunities (Molla and Gale, 2015).  Accordingly, 

what disadvantaged groups in UK HE are able to be and do is core to capability-based 

education policy, not the extent of resources offered.  The capabilities approach 

acknowledges the role of both social arrangements and social relations, not merely 
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considering the distribution of resources but structural obstacles that restrict a 

person’s freedom to accomplish what they value in life.  

 

 

Capabilities Approach in HE 

In advocating a capabilities list specifically for HE, Walker (2006:45) offers three 

reasons.  Firstly, a targeted list is needed to focus the capability approach on the 

specificities of HE.  Secondly, this provides the basis for arguing for approaches to 

HE practice and pedagogy that explicitly seek to foster capabilities and equality.  

Lastly, the construction of a targeted capabilities list is required to test the 

effectiveness and possible uses of the capabilities approach in an HE context.  Walker 

subsequently defines her list of functional capabilities as: “knowledge, social relations, 

critical thinking, imagination and empathy, recognition and respect, active and 

experiential learning, autonomy, confidence, active citizenship, deliberative 

dialogues, and having economic opportunities”  (Walker, 2006:45). 

 

Watts (2012) acknowledges that WP students are habitually restricted by the 

constraints informed by their social, academic, and cultural capital, which signifies 

that even young people who are eligible for university entry may adjust their 

preferences to not deem some HEIs as within their reach.  Through involvement in 

WP activities, students can broaden their capability set, and therefore “the capabilities 

approach offers a lens through which we can begin to understand the complexities of 

student choice” (Hannon et al., 2017:1229).  The capabilities approach has been 

adopted by educational researchers such as Hannon et al (2017) to explore student 

preferences, and as a result, created lists of capabilities that are deemed valuable 

within education.  Subsequent to the list of capabilities identified above, Walker (2008) 

maintained that the goal of progressing to HE can be impacted by developing 

capabilities of agency, autonomy, hope and voice, identity and knowledge.  This 

refined list thematically incorporates most of those capabilities recorded in her original 

list, with a ‘widening capability’ approach aiming to alter the WP policy narrative from 

concentration on student retention to student capability and potential.  Whilst subject 

to adaptation and therefore not finite, this capabilities list by Walker (2006) provides 

a framework for applying the capabilities approach to HE and as the chosen approach 

for my theoretical framework, Walker’s refined capability approach in HE necessitates 

explication. 
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Agency 

The Oxford dictionary defines agency as “a thing or person that acts to produce a 

particular result” (Oxford Dictionary, 2020).  The word originates from the Latin 

‘agentia’, or ‘agent’, which means “doing”.  An agent takes action, exerts influence or 

power, and thus causes an occurrence.  The capacity to act to shape or change 

something is core to being an agent, or of agency (Kotan, 2010).  Applying this to the 

capabilities approach, if a person has the capability to do something, the freedom to 

select and accomplish a specific functioning, then they act as an agent with respect 

to this.  “Effectively there are agency opportunities (freedom) and agency outcomes 

(achievements) and we evaluate these individually but also interpersonally and in the 

context of power relations.  Put simply, agency is the ability to exert control over one’s 

life” (Walker, 2006:34).  Thus, agency involves both the ability to decide between 

options (for example, to undertaking an apprenticeship, Further Education, or HE), 

and being able to realise choices.  Walker explains that there are four aspects to 

agency.  Firstly, self-determination; the individual chooses for themselves, rather than 

the decision being made by somebody, or something, else.  Secondly, rationale; the 

individual bases their choices on reasons, for instance, the pursuit of aspirations.  

Thirdly, action; the individual does, or has a part in doing, an action.  Lastly, impact; 

the individual brings (or contributes to bringing) about change (Boni and Walker, 

2016). 

 

According to Walker (2008), providing a young person with agency is essential for 

education progression, with the freedom to make decisions and the power to act.  

Walker (2006) argues that agency is deeply connected to well-being and 

disadvantage, because providing a young person with agency is an enabling factor 

for education.  Boni and Walker (2016) contend that agency unlocks aspirations by 

motivating people to make changes and take action to enhance their capabilities.  

According to Sen (1992:58), agency is relied upon to seek “personal values and 

objectives”.  Sen (1999) also acknowledges differences in a person’s abilities to 

translate capabilities to functions, linking agency to the pursuit of aspirations.  

Unfulfilled potential may signify the shortage of resources to accomplish this, or the 

“motivation and confidence to apply such resources.  Young people might value other 

options that do not include university, so that policymakers often fail to recognise the 

aspirations of those who do not choose HE pathways” (Boeren and James, 2019:32).  

Hart (2016) reported similar findings in her research on Aimhigher, suggesting that 
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some young people described feeling obligated to select HE as a post-school option, 

causing agency restraint.  

 

The capabilities approach underlines the role of individual agency and choice, 

however, Walker stresses that the agency freedom a person has is inhibited by 

economic, political and social considerations.  In an HE environment, it is essential to 

explore the interaction between “individual students’ agency and institutional 

conditions of possibility that enable or constrain opportunities for diverse students” 

(Walker, 2006:152).  The capabilities approach offers a way for researching both 

distinctive and analogous outcomes (functionings) of WP to uncover inequalities that 

may otherwise have been imperceptible. 

 

It is agency, the motivation and dedication of the learner, which makes functionings 

key to safeguarding choice, freedom, and opportunity to do and to be what they value 

(Marovah, 2013).  Hence, the will to be, or not to be, will make a difference in the way 

a young person progresses or regresses.  Walker (2006) underlines that when a 

young person faces barriers to choice and adaptive preferences, this represents a 

lack of agency, and equates to disadvantage.  Therefore, individual agency is 

dependent on social arrangements which must secure individual freedoms, 

opportunities and freedoms to achieve well-being; “what we do speaks of our agency, 

yet our agency limits what we do” (Marovah, 2013:604), leading Burchardt and Vizard 

(2011) to warn that agency is contingent on autonomy that will permit choice and 

empowerment.   

 

 

Autonomy 

Within the context of WP in HE, Walker (2006) defines autonomy as being able to 

have choices, and having access to relevant information for investigating and making 

decisions.  She provides the example of a young person sensing that they can 

accomplish their goals and convert this autonomy into functionings, such as improving 

their academic attainment.  Walker advocates the facilitation of autonomy, since this 

does not require that a person uses autonomy in their life, but instead aids them to 

live autonomously should they choose to; enabling a person to make better rather 

than worse decisions.  Walker argues that a young person be able to critically reflect 

on their goals and values, but if preferred, to choose a non-autonomous life in which 
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this capability will not be realised, for instance, choosing to live in a traditional religious 

community. 

 

Robeyns (2003) asserts that autonomy is vital within education as it correlates with 

the ability to make informed decisions, such as choices about post-school 

possibilities, while having room for reflection and empowerment.  This is studied by 

Wilson-Strydom (2016), who implies that the difference between having the ability to 

act and being effective is crucial within an educational environment, as it serves to 

develop skills and capacity.  Ferracioli and Terlazzo (2014:448) stress that the 

education of young people should emphasise the “development of a mental capacity 

for autonomy that includes the capacity to see oneself as entitled to make certain 

choices in life, even when those choices grate against the social, cultural and religious 

norms they may have been brought up within.”  Possessing an adequate level of 

autonomy places individuals in a situation they are less likely to lose out on pursuing 

which they have cause to value.  Consequently, while some people can and do make 

choices such as aspiring to a HE, all individuals do not have the freedom or social 

support to.  In order to safeguard individual autonomy, the capabilities approach 

idealises that choices made in relation to functionings are not inhibited by influence 

and preference that may have been distorted by surroundings or pasts.    

 

 

Hope/Voice 

Walker (2006:124) asserts that hope encompasses the capacity to aspire, is future-

oriented and offers a resource to contest exclusions of the past and the present.  “It 

presents alternative futures and possibilities, it brings the future back in.”  Walker 

explains that “the capacity to aspire needs to be nurtured to be able to imagine 

possible futures and have the agency to move them future-forward” (Appadurai, 

2004:6).  Thus, aspirations are future-oriented, guided by motivations that signify a 

person’s dedication to an end point.  In relation to their aspirations, a person’s agency 

may fluctuate depending on whether their ambitions conflict with others, for instance, 

family, friends, or teachers.  Certainly, there are different kinds of aspiration whose 

origins and aims differ considerably.  Webb (2008:203) describes hope as “being 

directed toward an object of desire which is future-oriented and deemed to be of 

significance to the hoper”.  Yet, a person’s capability to aspire and limitations to that 

aspiration, might not be obvious.  “Aspirations are often born out of unequal power 
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relations that constrain humans to mould themselves in ways that suit perceived 

expectations of normalcy and acceptability” (Hart, 2016:4).  It is evident that the 

aspiration to attend university may not be normal or acceptable to a student living in 

a deprived, working class community in NI (NUS Poverty Commission, 2018), where 

they would be the first in their family, perhaps even community, to aspire and hope 

for a higher education.  Thus, WP initiatives with children and young people in under-

represented groups are important to raise aspirations and encourage hope and 

optimism, and are therefore a core purpose of WP compact schemes. 

 

For Walker (2006), forming the capability of hope is important to planning a life of 

value.  Hope is closely allied to the capability of voice - actions and doings that can 

lead to new social effects - because of its significance in tackling adapted preferences 

and students’ capacity to see their future in view of their current situations and 

structural limitations (Hannon et al, 2017).  Hope proffers an outlook on future 

possibilities not aligned to salary; it is the antonym to entrapment and deprivation 

(Appadurai, 2004).  Providing students with the capabilities of voice and hope can be 

a basis for the development of aspiration, insofar as “it becomes an aspirational map 

which is a flexible horizon of aspirations, rather than a less robust sense of what is 

possible for their future” (Appadurai, 2004:62). 

 

Cognisant of Walker’s application of the capabilities approach to WP in HE, Hart 

(2016) provides examples of criteria used to judge hope.  With regards to feasibility, 

she postulates that the likelihood of an aspiration being realised is linked to 

perceptions of resource, support, knowledge and experience, problem-solving skills, 

and the sensed likelihood of achievement.  In relation to WP programmes generally, 

and compact schemes specifically, the potential of participants receiving a reduced 

offer for entry to university along with ongoing support and resources, may well 

contribute to reinforcing the feasibility of access to HE. 

 

Hart (2016) identifies risk as an obvious factor by which to appraise hopes, in terms 

of how they may relate to human, economic, or environmental aspects.  The degree 

of perceived risk is contingent on the risk disposition of the individual.  This is pertinent 

to WP students as these categories present potential barriers to participation in HE, 

such as: the financial/economic deterrent of accruing tuition fees and living expenses; 

a physical/geographical change moving away from home; psychological 
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consideration of the unknown, as HE is unchartered waters for widening participation 

students who are the first in the family to plan to enrol in HE, alongside the social/local 

community stereotype that this is ‘not the done thing.’  A further criterion that Hart 

(2016) identifies as being useful to judging hope is priority; the current and future 

importance the aspiration.  Within the context of a WP compact scheme, the perceived 

relevance of participation in a programme may stem from an individual or family level 

and thus influences the importance of accessing HE. 

    

One final criteria of Hart’s (2016) is temporality, how pertinent the hope is at a given 

point in time, and whether this will alter over time.  When applied to the POP, this 

relates to whether the hope is a response to the one-off opportunity of accessing a 

potentially discounted entry to university.  However, this is problematic since there 

may be competing demands which ground hope and aspirations with reality.  

Nevertheless, Walker propounds Hage’s (2001) contention that hope is not related to 

income, but rather, that hope is the awareness of possibility. 

 

 

Identity 

Boni and Walker (2016) consider the capability of identity as vital to an individual’s 

ability to envisage and pursue a future in HE.  She advocates that identity is crucial to 

the continuing development of value formation, and for WP students, the capacity to 

participate in HE requires an alteration in self-image and an capacity to perceive future 

education and employment possibilities that do not exist in their current situation 

(Walker, 2008).  Drawing on the work of Reay (2001), Walker maintains that 

educational disadvantages can debilitate the nurturing of motivation, resourcefulness 

and affirmation, and for many students targeted by WP initiatives, discovering that 

academic failure has been etched upon their lives during compulsory education is no 

enticement to pursue HE.   

 

As discussed in Chapter 2, the association between disadvantaged groups and HE is 

acutely problematic.  One difficulty is uncertainty about how students from a lower 

socio-economic group would benefit from university.  Wolf (2002) documents how the 

expense of involvement, including the implicit costs of time that could be utilised to 

earn money instead of an HE qualification, may offset future economic benefits.  In 

the current climate of increasing tuition fees and living costs, yet inadequate 



58 
 

maintenance loans, it was reported that young people from low SES are less able to 

afford a higher education (NUS Poverty Commission, 2018).  Student spending often 

exceeds income from loans, leaving many whose families cannot afford to support 

them.  Furthermore, costs for access courses can cause less advantaged students to 

pay an extra year of fees to obtain qualifications.  Finding a guarantor to rent 

accommodation may be problematic, leading some disadvantaged students to use 

private schemes with higher charges and interest rates.  This is significant because it 

influences a person’s identity with regards to self-confidence, perceptions about future 

possibilities, and personal development. 

 

Aside from the realities of the labour market, Walker concurs with Brown (2000:218) 

that participation in university may offer the potential to “raise the confidence of those 

that can all too easily be trapped in a culture of low expectations and under-

achievement”.  Walker (2006:73) maintains that “by receiving recognition from 

(significant) others, one achieves a confident and positive identity – to know oneself”. 

 

Yet, there is a danger of conflating HE with higher aspirations and accomplishments 

which consequently ascribes low aspirations and accomplishments to those who do 

not join university, especially given the context of the economic push to raise HE 

enrolment.  If young people are to be engaged with WP initiatives, Walker (2006) 

argues there needs to be a recognition that HE is not and will not be valued equally 

by everyone.  Identity formation therefore needs to be considered reverentially, in 

tandem with the fifth and final element of Walker’s capabilities approach: knowledge.  

 

 

Knowledge 

Walker and McLean (2013) define the capability of knowledge as having a solid 

foundation in academic understanding; being open-minded; having the ability to solve 

problems; being enquiring, evaluative, imaginative, and critical.  Walker highlights the 

value of being able to use critical thinking to comprehend the perspectives of others 

and “to form impartial judgements to acquire knowledge for pleasure and personal 

development, for career and economic opportunities, for political, cultural and social 

action and participation in the world” (Walker, 2006:128). 
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In applying the capabilities approach to WP in HE, Walker reiterates Robeyns (2003) 

contention that knowledge is vital to educational advancement; she expresses the 

significance of young people increasing knowledge of school subjects which may be 

advantageous to post-school choices of study, waged employment and a career.  

Having knowledge of others they can identify with, and knowledge for critical thinking 

and analysis, are deemed to be significant capabilities that should be advanced 

through education.  Knowledge gained at school may be intrinsically valued, 

instrumentally valued (work) or positionally valued (a better university, expanded 

career options); “having this knowledge and the credentials that would not be possible 

without it expands opportunities, agency and freedom” (Appadurai, 2004:186). 

 

According to Walker (2008), these personal capabilities can be shaped through 

education, to be knowledgeable, to apply knowledge in meaningful ways, to be inter-

culturally informed and sensitive.  In the context of globalisation, accessibility to 

knowledge and its creation has come to be the cause of competitive economic 

advantage (Walker, 2012).  Yet, knowledge can be a means of advancing society 

(Taylor, 2008).  There are two far-reaching development opportunities in relation to 

how we construct and apply knowledge; firstly, the dominant focus on knowledge as 

a product, on innovation and technology as the driver for knowledge-based 

economies, serviced by HE (Maassen and Stensaker, 2011); and secondly, there is 

the prospect that economic development would join knowledge with insight and be a 

means to a decent life, while not an end per se (Nussbaum, 2011).  This is most 

relevant to this research study since the POP focuses on knowledge development.  

To precis Walker (2008), the understanding and ownership (acting on) of knowledge 

can extend learning and lead to increased self-knowledge and reflection; ultimately, 

prompting a change of self. 

 

 

Application 

While WP policy and practice that aims to offer opportunities to participate for young 

people who are often excluded from universities is indispensable, tackling fairness 

through numbers participating is inadequate if the educational experience of young 

people does not aid success (Hart, 2007).  Rather, the analytical spotlight needs to 

move to grasping the conversion factors that boost or restrict a person’s capabilities 

to translate their place at HE into effective functioning as a university student.  When 
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harnessed for WP in HE, the foundation of the capabilities approach is an appraisal 

of what young people are able to be and do and what they have reason to value being 

and doing when they begin university (Wilson-Strydom, 2016).  This can be compared 

with the propensity to quantify the benefits of participation by producing measurable 

statistics that calculate admission figures of those from diverse demographic groups 

(Hart, 2007), which is still important, in part, for understanding access.  

When reflecting on concerns about equity or inequality, it is pertinent to consider if 

individuals have had equal opportunities to reach the same outcome.  Thus, “the 

capabilities approach draws attention to the importance of understanding students’ 

everyday lives and experiences, and the conditions (personal, social, economic, 

environmental) that enable and constrain them” (Wilson-Strydom, 2015:152).  As a 

result, the capabilities approach changes analysis to creating and appraising the 

environments and social contexts that facilitate disadvantaged young people to make 

personal decisions regarding what they want to be and do (Walker, 2006).  By 

adopting a capabilities approach to WP in HE, this research study on the POP seeks 

to foreground the inequitable conversion of HE opportunities that arguably propagate 

common injustices that are at odds with the growth of a more equitable HE 

environment.  Yet, although policies and strategies can provide opportunities and 

resources for individuals and groups, the prospect of utilising them hinges on a variety 

of conversion factors.   

 

 

Conversion Factors 

The capabilities approach progresses the idea of economic, political and social 

measures, which Sen (1999) labels ‘conversion factors’, as substantially impacting 

the fulfilment of functionings.  Marovah (2013) describes three types of conversion 

factors: personal, social, and environmental characteristics.  Personal attributes, for 

instance, being able to read and write, may determine a person being able to vote, 

whereby having assistance to vote would be a conversion factor.  Social aspects, 

such as cultural norms, may be used to muffle differing opinions, thereby hindering 

freedom of speech.  Environmental traits include climate, public transport, and 

infrastructure.  Consequently, the notion of conversion factor is key in underlining the 

requirement for knowledge about the individual and their background or situation.  

Similarly, consideration of the personal, social, and environmental conversion factors 
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that affect participation is applicable and beneficial to my research on widening 

participation in HE. 

 

Cognisance of conversion factors offers a way of comprehending what is required to 

achieve possible outcomes or functionings (Walker and Unterhalter, 2007).  An 

emphasis on conversion factors is especially helpful in the environment of an 

inequitable education system, and in striving to devise approaches to enrich the 

capabilities of those who presently have constrained choices which frequently result 

from social settings.  “The provision of educational resources or providing more places 

at university is necessary, but not sufficient, to ensure a more just and equitable HE 

system” (Wilson-Strydom, 2015:151).  Rather, it is the connection between the 

resources available and the capacity of the individual to translate these into valued 

capabilities to inform decision-making.   

 

 

Limitations 

The capabilities approach is not without its critics or limitations.  One such limitation 

concerns the value of capabilities.  McReynolds (2002) advocates that a standard of 

capabilities is necessary in order to determine which capabilities are worth providing 

and which are not.  This critique is extended by Pogge (2010) who posits that it would 

be problematic to reach consensus on which capabilities are deemed valuable, how 

to measure success in relation to each listed capability, and on the comparative 

weights of accomplishments with respect to a list of capabilities.  Sen has thus been 

criticised for insisting that certain capabilities simply are valuable, however this is 

mitigated by research that indicates the potential benefits of the capabilities approach, 

neatly synopsised by Clark (2006:5) as: 

 
recognising human heterogeneity and diversity (through differences in 
personal conversion functions); drawing attention to group disparities (such as 
those based on gender, race, class, caste or age); embracing human agency 
and participation (by emphasising the role of practical reason, deliberative 
democracy and public action in forging goals, making choices and influencing 
policy); and acknowledging that different people, cultures and societies may 
have different values and aspirations. 

 

A further criticism of the capabilities approach is its impact on freedom.  QizIlbash 

(2011) contends that the capabilities approach may require society or academics to 
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make decisions regarding what is good for people, which may not correspond with 

their real aspirations, and could initiate constraints on freedom.  Yet, Sen does afford 

value to the safeguarding of freedom in the context of majority rule.  For example, a 

person may value beings and doings that it is not reasonable to value because they 

reduce life expectancy or damage health, for instance, smoking.  While society does 

not encourage smoking, it preserves the freedom to do so. Regardless of what choice 

is made, a degree of freedom must be forfeited, therefore QizIlbash’s argument has 

limited justification within the context of a democratic society. 

 

There is some divergence among interpretations of the capabilities approach, from 

Sen’s lack of endorsement for stipulating a list of capabilities, rather arguing that the 

choice and weighting of capabilities depends on individual value judgements, to 

Nussbaum’s (2000) prescriptive list of capabilities.  Indeed, Claassen (2014) asserted 

that it was authoritarian to decide capabilities for other societies and cultures; this may 

have pertinence to the context in which the study reported in the dissertation takes 

place (Northern Ireland).  Similarly, whether a list of capabilities is practical and could 

apply to all people was recently mooted by ElKhayat (2018).  His argument was that 

there are three possible outcomes of using a capabilities approach: either a person 

accomplishes their capabilities and lives by them, some or all capabilities are 

accessible but a person freely decides not to use them, or a person has access to the 

capability but hinders others from realising theirs.  In theory, everyone will endeavour 

to attain all capabilities, but in reality, there could be reasons to obstruct this process, 

and therefore the capability approach becomes difficult to measure.  While this 

appraisal might be pertinent to Nussbaum’s list of capabilities, it is less relevant to 

Walker’s list.  This is because Nussbaum’s capabilities are generalised, indeed 

universalised, in that she argues they should be supported in all democratic societies, 

whereas Walker’s (2008) capabilities, as outlined above, are contextualised within the 

specific genre of aspiring to progress to HE.   While it is important to recognise a 

limitation of Walker’s capabilities approach is that all HE contexts are not 

homogenous, her conceptual framework of agency, autonomy, hope/voice, identity 

and knowledge, has been clearly defined, and is reasonable, methodical and 

articulate.  When combined with Sen’s social, environmental, and personal 

conversion factors (barriers), the capabilities approach thus has pragmatic 

application.   
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Chapter Summary 

This chapter has discussed the principles behind the capabilities approach; how a 

capability is the potential to achieve, while a functioning is the active realisation of a 

capability.  We have seen how functionings may hide very different capabilities, and 

that the capabilities approach is useful for considering the circumstances within which 

opportunities may, or may not, exist.  Ultimately, the freedom an individual has to 

achieve functionings is most important; pursuing human development by appraising 

what people can do, or be.  By focusing on the individual’s capacity to convert 

resources into valuable achievements, the capabilities approach helps to explain 

inequality and disadvantage. 

 

What is significant for this dissertation moving into the next chapters is Walker’s 

application of the capabilities approach to WP in HE, especially her concepts of 

agency, autonomy, hope and voice, identity, and knowledge.  Agency is the ability 

and freedom to act; to choose between options and realise choices through self-

determination, action and impact.  Autonomy is the capacity to make informed choices 

and decisions independently, without inhibition.  Hope is the future-orientated 

awareness of possibility and aspiration, while identity concerns the formation of 

values through perception, reflection, recognition, and affirmation.  Knowledge is 

critical enquiry that is crucial to educational advancement, with the expansion of 

opportunities leading to social progress and a change of self.  

 

Adopting a capabilities approach for the theoretical framework of this study underpins 

the generation and analysis of data which describes and explains participants’ 

experiences.  The capabilities approach is therefore appropriate, relevant, and 

coherent for researching pre-entry WP programmes in HE.  This leads to 

consideration and justification of the methodological approach in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 4 - Methodology 

 

Introduction 

Conducting a research study in a specific way is based upon adopting a particular 

epistemological standpoint.  This chapter seeks to elucidate the principles of the 

chosen methodology for exploring widening participation in higher education.  I firstly 

present the research orientation of the study and outline the methods utilised by 

detailing research questions and instrumentation.  I subsequently examine the 

implications of being an insider researcher and consider reflexivity as a central 

concern.  Then will follow an exploration of evaluation studies of WP initiatives, 

featuring the purpose of evaluation, underpinned by theory and its relevance to 

current practice.  An appraisal of the benefits of evaluation generally and of 

practitioner-led research specifically, will support an understanding of relevant 

practice in WP and as it relates to this dissertation.   

 

 

What is Evaluation? 

It is acknowledged that research and evaluation are not the same (Simons, 2012).  

Several core differences exist between them.  “Research starts with explicit research 

questions, uses a research design to address these questions, collects and fairly 

presents evidence to support interpretations, and references related research to aid 

in defining questions and drawing conclusions” (Yin, 2005:396).  By contrast, 

evaluation determines the merit, worth, or value of things (Scriven, 2003).  “The 

evaluation process identifies relevant values or standards that apply to what is being 

evaluated, performs empirical investigation using techniques from the social sciences, 

and then integrates conclusions with the standards into an overall evaluation or set of 

evaluations” (Scriven, 1991:1).   

 

One of the main differences between evaluation and research is that evaluators “ask 

and answer explicitly evaluative questions (i.e., questions about quality, value, and 

importance)” (Davidson, 2014:37).  Therefore, evaluation is often associated with 

appraisal or improvement (Schultes et al., 2018), emphasising purpose rather than 

process.  As Michael Scriven, explains: 
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Social science research, by contrast, does not aim for or achieve evaluative 
conclusions.  It is restricted to empirical (rather than evaluative) research, and 
bases its conclusions only on factual results - that is, observed, measured, or 
calculated data.  Social science research does not establish standards or 
values and then integrate them with factual results to reach evaluative 
conclusions.  In fact, the dominant social science doctrine for many decades 
prided itself on being value free (Scriven, 2003:1). 

 

Evaluation cannot be undertaken without using social science research methods, 

however, Mertens (2014) argues that while research is commonly viewed as informing 

evaluation, evaluation is able to inform research.   Therefore, for the purpose of this 

thesis, evaluation is considered to intersect with research.  Deeming evaluation and 

research to overlap with each other acknowledges that they share likenesses but also 

develop in parallel (Simons, 1987). 

 

 

Benefits of Evaluation in WP Programmes 

Evaluation is presently documented as being crucial to good practice in WP (Bowes 

et al., 2013).  By identifying programme strengths, evaluation can support achieving 

the maximum positive impact.  Equally, by producing evidence of risks and areas for 

improvement, evaluation may both alert and empower the facilitators to shape 

essential changes (Scheirer, 2012).  Unquestionably, such close collaboration may 

allow professional interests to interfere in the reporting of evaluative findings, 

inevitably impacting upon the presumed objectivity of evaluative research.  But no 

evaluation can or should be free from context and audience (Stufflebeam et al., 1983).  

Critical outcomes are just as valuable as positive findings for programme 

development purposes. 

 

Including stakeholders in disseminating evaluative findings can help reinforce their 

involvement in the programme, securing sustainability through buy in from future 

participants (OfS, 2018).  An evaluation supports monitoring and reporting practices 

in ensuring accountability and transparency, with an investment in evaluation also 

signalling commitment to maximising the effectiveness and efficiency of spending 

public funds (OfS, 2018).  Furthermore, evaluation provides evidence of impact that 

justifies ongoing funding.   

 



66 
 

Exploiting the potential for the evaluation of WP programmes to support or sustain 

social transformation requires an open-minded approach to design, implementation, 

and dissemination.  Principally, the findings need to address key arguments for the 

existence of WP practice.  These range from moral arguments such as furthering 

social justice (Singh, 2011) and improving practice, to arguments for utility concerned 

with enhanced institutional reputation or economic value (Dearing, 1997).  Historically, 

such arguments have been closely linked with the various views held on the role of 

universities in society.  Moral arguments, for instance, tend to be consistent with a 

view of universities as places of transformation, engine rooms that enable futures and 

maximise opportunity by underwriting the market value of those who successfully 

participate.  Nevertheless, universities have also been seen as centres of research 

serving the national interest (Readings, 1996), institutions of liberal education meeting 

society’s requirement for leadership and engagement (Williams, 2012), and spaces 

of knowledge generation that stand firm.  Hence, utilising the impact of evaluative 

evidence requires a flexible approach to design, implementation and dissemination 

that would ensure research findings speak to a number of audiences, strategic 

interests and conceptualisations of HE. 

 

 

Evaluation Practice 

The evaluation of educational outreach programmes may be undertaken for a variety 

of reasons.  A study by OFFA (2017) interviewed WP practitioners from a variety of 

HEIs in the UK and reported six reasons why evaluation occurs: to see if schemes 

work; to inform future practice; to defend the money spent; to demonstrate success; 

to contribute to the sector’s knowledge; and lastly, because it is obligatory for 

universities.  These factors underpin evaluative practice for WP in HE. 

 

Evaluation has particular significance for WP, since WP is a somewhat new area of 

activity and therefore it has been crucial to construct an evidence base that defends 

this sphere of work and help redress assertions of apparent ineffectiveness (Dent et 

al., 2013:6).  Indeed, in investigating the rationale for the prominence of evaluation in 

WP, Bowes et al. (2013:3) suggested it is to “establish effectiveness of WP 

interventions” and commend that all evaluation should be rigorous and consistent.  

Similarly, in OFFA and HEFCE’s National Strategy (DBIS, 2014:95), HEIs are advised 
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“to demonstrate that the widening access and student success activities they 

undertake are worthwhile and effective”.   

 

In considering the evaluation of WP educational projects more generally, Hutchinson 

(1999:1267) argues that evaluating the “effectiveness of educational interventions” is 

about addressing “the questions of what works, in what context, with which groups 

and at what cost?”  These are largely methodological questions about which approach 

is most appropriate for evaluating the impact of WP programmes - quantitative versus 

qualitative – which is discussed later in this chapter.  A study on evaluation by Silver 

(2004) advocated the process being able to determine whether WP activities should 

be “modified, enhanced or eliminated”.  By recognising ‘what works’ in a certain 

context at a given time, evaluation can help in the process of sharing good practice 

across the HE sector and being able to determine whether spend on such initiatives 

represents value for money (Moore et al., 2013).   

 

In its guidance on preparing access agreements, the OfS (2019) identified a smarter 

evidence-based spend as a ‘strategic’ priority.  In addition, included amongst the 

recommendations arising from an international study by Bowes et al. (2013), which 

considered outreach in six countries, was that evaluation should be given a greater 

role, both nationally and at institutional levels.  Logically, offering WP programmes 

that have been proven to be successful is clearly in the interests of individual 

universities, as it may lead to growth in the applicant pool (Moore et al., 2013:4).   

 

At a broader societal level, there is a need to determine the impact of WP activity so 

that the gap in HE participation can be effectively addressed (Ebdon, 2014).  

Evaluation in a wider social science context is related to determining “whether 

programmes should be continued, improved, expanded or curtailed” and assessing 

“the utility of new programmes and initiatives” as well as increasing “the effectiveness 

of programme management; and satisfying the accountability requirements of 

programme sponsors” (Rossi et al., 2013:2).  With that in mind, the focus on 

evaluation has required that universities prepare evaluation plans (OFFA, 2017). 
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Evaluation Plans 

In 2006, the UK government introduced new HE tuition fee arrangements. This 

included a provision that any institution that decided to raise its full-time 

undergraduate tuition fees above the standard level was required to have an Access 

Agreement in place which would outline its provision of student support, including 

bursaries and outreach activities.  The philosophy behind Access Agreements was 

that the introduction of higher fees should not have a detrimental effect on WP and 

that institutions explicitly commit to increasing participation of under-represented 

groups. 

 

In its advice for building access agreements, OfS (2019:9) urges universities to 

“demonstrate they have robust evaluation plans in place”.  This guidance is reinforced 

by subsequent communication briefs, requiring HEIs to provide updates on the 

development of these plans.  In keeping with this message, the need for building 

effective evaluation plans is reiterated in OFFA and HEFCE’s National Strategy 

(DBIS, 2014:96).   

 

Yet, whilst some HEIs have already written their evaluation plans, there is evidence 

that this is not so in all cases.  In their ‘monitoring outcomes’ report, Moore et al. 

(2013:31) record that almost half of HEIs (44%) were still in the process of developing 

evaluation plans.  Similarly, in consulting with 26 HEIs, Evans and Acland (2013:115) 

talk of the need for institutions to further develop monitoring and evaluation strategies.  

The authors also note the results from an analysis of 139 published access 

agreements from UK HEIs in 2013. This found that for the majority of cases, 

“descriptions of monitoring and evaluation arrangements are limited to identifying the 

committee or body responsible” and accompanying statements simply made 

reference to the fact that “milestones and targets will be subject to monitoring and 

evaluation”. 

 

Arguably one of the challenges to the wider development of evaluation plans is that 

guidance does not describe what a plan should look like, or include.  Rather, it is 

intended that HEIs devise their own plans.  Institutions need sufficient autonomy to 

continue with effective evaluation of their own design (Moore et al., 2013).  OFFA and 

HEFCE both acknowledge that it is not possible, or indeed essential, to evaluate all 

activities to the same extent (ditto).   
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Since HEIs vary in character and priorities, the Office for Students [OfS] provides 

examples of evaluation plans to help inform the process.  This does not embolden the 

prescription of evaluation plans but encourages the sharing of practice.  To this end, 

in NI, the Department for the Economy [DfE] makes existing WAPPs publicly available 

online, helping to share best practice for the development of future evaluation plans.  

Furthermore, it may be argued there is a need to recognise the limitations of planning 

and the value of considering evaluation plans as working documents. 

 

 

Benefits of Practitioner-led Research 

Case studies organised by practitioner researchers have often been utilised in WP 

contexts (Richie and Lewis, 2013).  Practitioner research has a core advantage in that 

“practitioners have more knowledge of practice than external researchers so their 

research [has the potential to] be more insightful” (Clark and Bell, 2013:113).  OFFA 

(2017) draw attention to the need for HEIs to set out how they will embed evaluation 

into what they do.  Accordingly, practitioners are signposted to the Higher Education 

Academy’s [HEA] toolkit on evaluation (Dent et al., 2013), which indicates that 

evaluation should be performed by outreach officers in an institution.   

 

While insider views may be helpful, a downside of evaluating one’s own programme 

is the potential for bias and partiality.  This may be redressed by ensuring practitioner 

researchers adopt best practice in their methodology.  For example, in a critique of 

Aimhigher’s mostly practitioner-led evaluation work, Gorard et al. (2006:144) note 

there was “no description of methods used”, with inquiry that included “isolated 

quotations from unknown sources”.  In contrast, Carmichael and Miller (2006) 

underline the benefits of practitioner-based analysis, such as access to other 

practitioners who have been key observers.  This approach may also generate rich 

descriptive data (ditto) and augment the professional development of practitioners 

who are able to critically reflect on what they do (Webb, 2008).  This is relevant 

because my insider status as a WP practitioner led to the adoption of a reflexive 

approach towards research that championed transparency and trustworthiness, while 

maintaining critical distance.  Furthermore, discussion and dissemination of the 

results of evaluation work could help boost the morale of WP staff.   
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Mixed Methods Research 

Tashakkori and Teddlie (2010) outline several attributes of mixed methods research.  

The first general characteristic is termed methodological eclecticism, which involves 

selecting and then integrating the most appropriate techniques to more thoroughly 

investigate a phenomenon of interest.  Tashakkori and Teddlie (2010) argue that the 

mixed methods researcher should be a connoisseur of methods who knowledgeably 

selects the best techniques available to answer research questions.  Another core 

feature of mixed methods research is paradigm pluralism.  Paradigm rivalries, termed 

‘wars’ by Gage (1989) led to the increased use of qualitative methods and gave way 

to mixed methods research.  To justify the selection of mixed methods as a research 

tool, Mason (2017) suggests clarification of the purpose of integration, whether it be 

to address different parts of a research question or from different angles or levels of 

detail.  The principal advantage of using a mixed methods approach over only using 

only one method is that they can enrich understanding, corroboration of the data and 

more accurate conclusions (Reams and Twale, 2008).  Furthermore, Mertens (2010) 

contend that mixed methods research is particularly relevant to achieving greater 

policy and practice effectiveness as it can potentially change the lives of 

underprivileged populations by better understanding issues that are rooted in 

inequality of power and opportunities.  It therefore follows that a mixed methods 

approach is fitting for my research study.  According to Schoonenboom and Johnson 

(2017), mixed methods research is also expeditious, efficient, and complementary. 

 

 

Criteria for Selection 

As the study was conducted prior to General Data Protection Regulation [GDPR], 

participants were recruited by obtaining permission from the Widening Participation 

Manager to use the contact details of all 66 students involved in the POP programme 

in 2017, including parent and teacher contact details.  This separated the participants 

into three distinctive groups: 

 

Group 1:  Students enrolled in the 2017 POP programme.  This included 

41 students who completed POP and 25 students who 

withdrew. 



71 
 

Group 2:  The parents and teachers of the 66 students enrolled in the 

2017 POP programme. 

Group 3:  Facilitators of the 2017 POP programme (university project 

team), including ≥1 academic coordinator from each of the 

three strands, ≥10 representatives of support staff (mentors, 

guides and widening participation staff) and ≥3 representatives 

of university management. 

 

 

Data Collection 

Two methods were employed in my research: firstly, online surveys used with 

students, teachers, and parents; and secondly, semi-structured interviews used with 

university personnel.  With regards to the order of data collection, the surveys ran 

simultaneously, with each questionnaire open for a period of three weeks in April-May 

2018.  The interviews were conducted later, over a three-month period between June-

August 2018.  The analysis of qualitive data (open questions in survey responses and 

interviews) was an iterative process, approached thematically, and aligned to the 

capabilities approach.   

 

Given the population of POP student participants (66), I wanted to contact everybody 

on the programme, including parents and teachers.  Interviewing would have posed 

challenges, and therefore a survey instrument that was open-ended was preferable 

and appropriate.  My rationale for selecting the survey and interview methods of data 

collection is detailed below. 

 

 

Surveys 

According to Creswell (2012), the most common quantitative research method is 

surveys, which are used to describe trends and typically are in the form of a face-to-

face, postal, telephone or online questionnaire.  With the POP student target 

population being 66 ‘digitally native’ students, I decided to choose an online survey.  

Accordingly, the merits of online evaluation require exploration. 
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Willis (2018) probes several perceived advantages.  To begin with, online surveys 

reduce cost as they take less time to distribute, gather and process data.  Once 

designed, the sample may be contacted at the mere click of a button; moreover, many 

online survey tools offer automated statistical analysis and summary reporting, which 

constitutes a tangible time-saver and effectively reduce human error in entering and 

processing data.  

 

An additional advantage is that an online survey can reach difficult populations under 

the cover of confidentiality and non-traceability.  Giving potential respondents the 

option of confidentiality increases both the prospect, and indeed volume, of honest 

and accurate responses (Glover and Bush, 2005).  Furthermore, respondents can 

complete an online survey in self-chosen, familiar settings and in their own timing, 

thus potentially increasing the response rate. 

 

The physical properties of an online questionnaire have the advantage of 

automatically navigating the respondent through the process, indicating how much of 

the questionnaire has been completed, and branching may be used to simplify yet 

enrich data analysis.  Internet-based surveys can also be made visually attractive 

through use of graphics, colour, fonts etcetera.  Software can prompt for missed items 

and errors, or incomplete replies, and therefore have fewer missing entries than a 

paper-based alternative.  Stapleton (2013) also found that online surveys diminish the 

‘researcher effect’ which on a face-to-face basis can raise issues such as attitudes 

(age, gender, class, race, religion, and politics), demeanour (dress, speech and body 

language), and personality (anxiety, hostility, warmth).   

 

A significant advantage of internet-based surveys is the flexibility to include open-

ended, subjective questions, apt for a mixed methods approach.  In selecting the use 

of online surveys for data collection, I was cognisant of limitations with regards to 

attrition rates, with respondents dropping out before completion of the questionnaire, 

however this was averted by not forcing every question to be answered, submitting 

responses screen-by-screen, and incentivising completion through a prize draw.   
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Validity and Reliability 

 

Surveys as a research method come under scrutiny in two other areas: validity and 

reliability.  The argument about legitimacy surrounds the historical debate between 

quantitative and qualitative methods (Bridges and Smith, 2007).  In reference to 

validity, Hancock et al., 2018) stress the importance of homogeneity, to provide 

greater precision and better analyses.  For this reason, separate online surveys were 

employed to evaluate the POP according to type of participant: student, parent, and 

teacher.  

 

For measuring the impact of a compact scheme, the timing of survey needed to be 

post-intervention, following cohort completion of the programme in December 2017.  

As one-third of POP participants withdrew at some point between starting in January 

and finishing in December 2017, this raised some concerns regarding equivalence.  

As a result, differentiation was incorporated into the survey through branching to 

pertinent questioning.  Thus, surveys were developed for students, parents, and 

teachers (see Appendix 2-4), incorporating a range of quantitative and qualitative 

questions.  Question design considered the various POP components and focused 

on the broader purpose and goals of the programme.  I started with demographic 

questions, then looked at the outcome for participants, before moving on to usefulness 

of the VLE and the various POP events.  I included questions to assess knowledge 

development, confidence, motivation, preparedness, and overall skills development. 

The final survey questions explored what participants considered most valuable, how 

the programme could be improved, and other ways to widen participation.  All survey 

questions were mapped to both the research questions and the theoretical framework, 

as per Figure 4.1 below. 

 

The surveys were validated by feedback on proposed survey questions from 

practitioners in widening participation research and evaluation, acting as critical 

friends.  In particular, the student questionnaire received multiple revisions based 

upon this anonymous feedback, complemented by piloting the survey on student 

interns within my workplace.  While recognising that the parent and teacher surveys 

had fewer questions than the survey for student participants, I ensured they accurately 

reflected my research questions.  All participants were invited to complete an online 

questionnaire using a secure service delivered by SurveyMonkey.   
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Figure 4.1 – Mapping Instruments to Research Questions & Theoretical Framework  

 

 

 

Interviews 

Tuckman and Harper (2012:268) describes the research interview as: “providing 

access to what is ‘inside a person’s head’, the interview makes it possible to measure 

what a person knows (knowledge or information), what a person likes or dislikes 

(values and preferences) and what a person thinks (attitudes and beliefs).”  Stake 

(1995) considers that the principal use of an interview is to obtain the descriptions and 

interpretations of others.  Since no situation will ever be viewed in the same way by 
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all, the interview is the major path through which to discern these multiple 

perspectives.  As “a conversation with a structure and a purpose” (Kvale, 1996:6), I 

opted for semi-structured interviews, as defined by Hitchcock et al. (1995).  They 

consider that this style of interview enables the interviewer to probe and expand on 

meaning once the respondent has answered initial basic questions.  The participants 

in my study were asked the same major questions but opportunity was available to 

explore responses so that each interviewee had a unique experience.  Semi-

structured interviews are a popular data collection method (Longhurst, 2003) because 

they have proved to be both resourceful and flexible.  Depending on the rationale for 

a study and its research questions, the rigorous structure of a semi-structured 

interview can be varied (Kelly, 2010).  One of the key benefits is that the semi-

structured interview method has been found to be successful in bolstering exchange 

between the interviewer and participant (Galletta and Cross, 2013), enabling the 

interviewer to improvise follow-up questions based on participants’ responses (Polit 

and Beck, 2010). 

 

 

Interview Process 

Semi-structured interviews were used for research with group 3, the facilitators of the 

2017 POP - the university project team.  I approached potential participants by email, 

which included the information leaflets and consent forms (Appendix 5), as this 

provided an opportunity to decline to participate politely with minimal professional 

discomfort.  Interview schedules were shared in advance with adult participants to 

allay concerns and allow participants to reflect in advance (see Appendix 5).  

Questions were established upon the data collection instruments shown in Appendix 

2-4, however this was not adhered to in an inflexible fashion, rather I saw it as a guide 

through the interview process.  A broad, open question was asked first, followed by 

more closed and focused questions, before finishing with another broad question (see 

Appendix 5.2 for interview questions).  Interview questions were informed by my 

research questions and extended by probing participants’ views on WP and the 

personal impact of being involved in the POP.  

 

All interviews were performed over a three-month period from June-August 2018.  The 

interviews were conducted face-to-face and recorded with permission using a digital 

voice recorder.  All the interviews took place at each participant’s faculty office during 
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normal business hours.  Each interview was recorded and transcribed by the 

researcher.  I chose an ‘intelligent verbatim’ style of transcription, which excludes 

background noises and ‘um’, ‘eh’, ‘you know’ etc.  During transcription, every interview 

was reviewed three separate times.  The initial review consisted of listening to the 

conversation, the second time the conversation was transcribed, and the third review 

ensured that the interview was accurately transcribed.  I followed Gibson and Brown’s 

(2009) advice of checking my transcripts against the original recordings to minimise 

errors and misrepresentations that had crept into the data and to improve quality of 

the transcript.  I went through each typed transcription and listened to the original 

recordings several times to better ‘know’ the data.  An example of a complete 

transcribed interview is included in Appendix 5.3.  Since this may risk personal 

identification, I ensured that the consent of the participant was obtained.   

 

Post-interview, each participant received an email thanking them for their participation 

and attaching a copy of the transcription of the interview for their records, providing 

them with the opportunity to correct any material errors or misrepresentations in the 

text, as well as the chance to review their consent to participate again.  Some 

participants replied with emails which contained minor amendments or indeed 

clarification of the vocabulary used.  Two participants asked for some personal 

information to be anonymised in the transcript, replacing my initial transcript with the 

version that they approved. 

 

 

Interview Quality 

I initially carried out two pilot interviews and asked the participants for feedback on 

process and content of the interviews to ensure my data collection was likely to be 

understood by the following participants, and that I was collecting the information I 

was seeking.  Selection of pilot participants was based upon informal conversations 

with work colleagues who expressed an interest in this area.  This helped make the 

pilot interviews a more discursive process and enabled me to broaden my thinking 

and questioning during subsequent interviews.  The pilot interviewees provided useful 

feedback on the questions and interview style.  

 

During the interview process, the administration of the questions became notably 

smoother after the second interview, thereby enriching the verification of quality.  
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Kvale (1996:145) documents that high quality interviews are characterised by six 

features: one, spontaneous rich answers; two, short interviewer questions and long 

answers; three, the interviewer following up and clarifying points; four, lack of 

interruptions; five, verification during the interview; and six, self-communication 

(meaning the transcript should make sense in itself without interpretation).  Post-

interview review substantiated the endeavoured integration of these attributes in my 

interview style and this is subsequently reflected upon in the discussion chapter. 

 

 

Challenges 

A range of concerns regarding interviewing techniques are raised in the literature.  I 

did not perceive any special difficulties while interviewing but give below the 

precautions I took to eliminate potential problems and explain how these were dealt 

with during the interview procedure. 

 

Two issues arise concerning monitoring progress during an interview.  Firstly, 

Bauman et al. (2011) considers that researchers need to be constantly aware of the 

direction, depth, and detail of the interview so that the length and relevance is 

constantly monitored.  Secondly, but just as important, interviewers should reflect on 

content during the interview and respond to and ask participants to verify the 

interviewer’s interpretation and probe meaning more deeply.  In doing so, tacit as well 

as explicit knowledge is gathered (Paterson, 1997).  During the interviews I made 

every effort to follow the advice of Hitchcock et al. (1995:158): “to sustain an objective 

approach to data collection that will reveal valid and reliable data … the semi-

structured interview must be flexible, unstructured and sensitive to the context of the 

interaction.” 

 

Hitchcock et al. (1995) propose the need for rapport, empathy and understanding 

between interviewee and interviewer.  Interviewers should develop and understand 

the context of the respondent, especially if interviewer and interviewee are in an 

unequal relationship.  Power may be an important contextual influence in the interview 

process and should not be minimised (Paterson, 1997).  While interviewing I was not 

overtly aware of any power conflict, as participants were mostly colleagues, as 

opposed to subordinates.  “No matter what research stance is being taken, the 

success of an interview is influenced by the interpersonal skills of the interviewer” 
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(Paterson 1997:1).  He considers that the skilled interviewer appears to be real, 

genuine and have respect, acceptance, and trust for the respondent, together with 

empathetic understanding.  Thus, I endeavoured to imbue these values in my 

fieldwork. 

 

Ethics 

Cousin (2010) identifies two functions of ethical research practice: firstly, 

safeguarding the researcher and participants, and secondly, contributing to the 

validity and trustworthiness of findings.  Ethical practice began with a submission to 

the University’s School Ethics Committee, detailing how my research study 

conformed to the BERA (2018) and QUB (2019) ethical guidelines.   

 

Golby and Parrott (1999:91) suggest that the fundamentals of ethical practice in 

educational research are ‘openness and honesty’, with careful monitoring of the 

ethical dimension of research in their work.  In particular, Golby and Parrott 

recommend that researchers make their intentions clear to all participants, including 

how the results will be made available at a later stage.  They also emphasise 

maintaining participants’ confidentiality, including the important reminder that 

presenting findings anonymously does not guarantee unrecognisability. 

 

In his discussion of ethical issues concerning the use of online surveys, Gurău (2017) 

highlighted complexities surrounding informed consent, the predicaments concerning 

privacy in the information superhighway, and the blurred distinction between public 

and private domains.  Informed consent for this research study was initially gained 

through provision of information leaflets and consent forms (see Appendix 2-5), which 

sought to clarify that participants understood and agreed to their involvement without 

compulsion, before the research commenced.  I approached participants initially by 

email to explain what I was doing and how I would like them to participate.  I chose 

email as an initial means of contact deliberately as it is simple to either ignore or 

decline an email invitation.  For the interviews, I aimed for broad representation across 

the university project team in terms of POP role, from student guide to senior 

management, and therefore I sent a follow-up email invitation four weeks after the 

initial request.  Any subsequent lack of response was not pursued.  I ensured that all 

participants in the study understood the process in which they were being asked to 
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be engaged, including why their participation was necessary, how it would be used 

and how and to whom it would be reported.  For survey participants, a right to withdraw 

was guaranteed, without explanation or adverse consequences, up to the point where 

the data was anonymised for analysis.  Similarly, this applied to interviewees, who 

were also granted a right to view and amend transcripts up until this time.  Gibson and 

Brown (2009) pay particular attention to the ethics of data management in research.  

I was aware of the need to reassure participants that I would store data carefully and 

use secure means for this.  

 

With regards to ethical practice in conducting interviews, I sought to avoid asking 

leading questions and tried to maintain an approach of open questions, following up 

on verbal and non-verbal cues and respect for the participants throughout the 

process.  I accounted for the risk of excessive disclosure by sharing the transcripts 

with the participants after transcription and then seeking their consent to use the 

information again at this stage.  I considered it important to offer the opportunity for 

participants to review the information from the interview in written form after a period 

for reflection about what they had said, and to be clear that the information on the 

transcript was theirs and not mine, and that I would respect their wishes to remove 

any information that they felt uncomfortable about me using in my research. 

 

During the interview itself, I provided further explanation of the project including what 

would be done with the data and how it might be used in the future.  To assuage any 

concerns regarding conflict of interest, the privacy of participants was protected by 

safeguarding confidentiality.  This was achieved by ensuring participants’ personal 

information was not identifiable (name, places/locale, university department, job title, 

other demographic data).  I allocated each participant a code rather than use names 

and I was careful to remind participants of Golby and Parrott’s (1999:91) assertion 

that “anonymity is not unrecognisability” and that I would do everything I could to 

respect the privacy of individuals throughout the life of the project and afterwards.  

Regarding the use of incentives, parents and teachers who participated were entered 

into a draw for a £25 Amazon gift card respectively, and all students who participated 

were entered into a draw to win one of three £50 Amazon gift cards. 

In my privileged position as researcher, a responsible approach to ethical practice has 

been influenced by cognisance of my insider status. 
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Reflexivity as an Ethical Standpoint 

A feature of mixed methods research is the positioning of the researcher.  The role of 

professional as researcher brings advantages such as understanding and 

appreciation of the research setting which facilitated access, the trust of participants 

and their open and enthusiastic participation in this study.  This in turn challenged my 

researcher role of exploring issues critically and my ability to both immerse myself in 

the research setting and also step back to create a space for reflection by confronting 

preconceived notions and personal priorities and biases (Cousin, 2010).  Arguing for 

a more expansive view of research positionality, Cousin (2010) views the researcher 

as a research tool engaging reflexively with the data, rather than as a virus 

contaminating findings.  Indeed, Cousin (2010) contends that insider and outsider 

positions can complement each other, and the researcher must step in and out of 

discourse by alternating an insider’s and an outsider’s reading of the data.  My 

conception of the strengths of my role as researcher is influenced by Lincoln and 

Guba’s (1985:155) maxim: “the advantages of the human instrument is adaptability, 

responsiveness, knowledge, ability to see the whole picture, ability to clarify and 

summarise, to explore, to analyse, to examine atypical or idiosyncratic responses.”  

However, these advantages must not be outweighed by suggestions of bias.  

Reflexivity has become associated with the establishment of validity, requiring the 

researcher “to be critically conscious … of how the research’s self-location, position, 

and interests, influence all stages of the research process” (Pillow, 2003:179). 

 

I aimed to construct a reflexive approach in the epistemology and methodology 

arguments which underpin and structure the study, in the position of reflexivity 

throughout the stages of data collection and data analysis.  Reflexivity is therefore an 

essential element of the validation process leading to transparency and 

trustworthiness.  Accordingly, I was mindful of the conflict between my role as the 

enquirer and my professional role.  I have had a professional relationship with 

participants through my role and position of authority in the POP team – being 

responsible for the Virtual Learning Environment and being interim Project Manager 

for several months.  I acknowledged that I was asking participants already connected 

to the POP to take part in a research project connected to the scheme, but not 

essential to their role in it.  I also recognised that asking these students to be research 

participants might create additional perceived pressure to participate; they may have 

felt obliged to participate given their role in the POP.  To assure students that they 
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were being asked to do something additional to their participation in the POP, I made 

it clear to potential participants that there was no expectation or requirements as part 

of POP to be part of the research but that I very much hoped they would take part as 

their views were extremely important to evaluate the programme’s success.  They 

were actively informed that their refusal to participate, if this was their wish, would be 

accepted without prejudice or recourse from anyone involved in POP.   

 

I was aware that participants were not neutral, they are part of a selected group who 

already have a connection with the University and who, if successful in the POP, may 

have received grade reductions to enter the University, plus an additional bursary if 

they enrol.  I acknowledged the contact already established with these students and 

was transparent about why I was requesting their participation in this project and that 

no extra incentive was attached to this, neither would I share any of their comments 

with anyone else.  This was achieved by communicating and clarifying the research 

role as distinctive from my job role.  I sought to implement an open and reflexive 

approach to my role as researcher, thereby attaining critical distance.  Rather than 

claiming complete objectivity, I acknowledged that my background and experiences 

may impinge on the research process and its findings. 

 

Furthermore, I was aware of a potential conflict of interest whereby data might be 

critical of the POP, but fully accepted responsibility for recording and disseminating 

any such criticisms within the analysis of the data collected.  Positive or negative 

accounts were not to be attributed to any participants.  The goal of the research was 

to have full, open disclosure of participants’ views/opinions without attribution to any 

one person.  For example, I aimed for an active encounter in conducting interviews 

(Gubrium and Hostein, 1997).  This conversational approach led to a search for 

anecdotes which Blommaert and Jir (2010:52) describe as the “raw diamond of 

fieldwork interviews … often your best and most valued ‘facts’.”  Consequently, 

qualitative findings in the subsequent results chapter are communicated and 

illuminated by authentic stories shared by participants.  Indeed, the careful selection 

of both quantitative and qualitative approaches enabled the mapping of all survey and 

interview questions to one of the five aspects of Walker’s (2008) capabilities 

approach, as shown in Figure 4.1 above (p74), and which is elucidated in the following 

results chapter. 
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Participants 

All young people registered on the POP were invited to participate in the student 

survey alongside their parent and teacher nominees.  Demographic information was 

collected from participants in the student survey, for which there was a 3:1 ratio of 

female to male respondents.  This accurately reflects the population of the 2017 POP 

cohort.  The 35 student respondents came from 22 different schools, which was 

representative of the larger POP cohort.  Likewise, there was a uniform distribution of 

student respondents from the three POP subjects.  Despite 38% (n=25) withdrawals 

at some stage during the year, 18% (n=6) of respondents to the student survey 

indicated they did not complete the POP, the reasons for which are considered later 

in the subsequent results chapter.  The outcomes for participants in relation to grade 

reduction mirrors distribution across the wider POP cohort. 

 

There were 14 interviews undertaken with the HEI project team, comprised of one 

academic coordinator from each of the three subject strands, eight representatives of 

support staff (mentors, guides, and WP staff) and three representatives of university 

management. 

 

Table 4.1 below provides a descriptive summary of participants. 

 

 

Analytical Approach 

Data from the parent, teacher and student surveys was mostly quantitative, and is 

presented in Tables 5.2 - 5.26 within Chapter 5.  The Wilcoxon statistical test was 

used to compare student responses in pre- and post-POP questions, as per Tables 

5.7, 5.9, 5.11, and 5.13.  However, open-text responses to survey questions were 

treated as qualitative data and analysed thematically alongside data from the 

interviews.  Since all survey questions were mapped to the capabilities approach (as 

per Figure 4.1 on p74), my approach to data analysis was orderly and systematic, 

following an iterative process.  
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Table 4.1 – Summary of Participants 

 

I began by recording all relevant data from the survey questions that directly aligned 

to each theme in Walker’s capabilities approach.  I opted to work with printed hard 

copies of the survey responses, as this facilitated annotation and categorisation.  This 

process was straightforward for quantitative data, but more complex for the analysis 

of open-text survey responses, which required repeated analysis and review to 

ensure validity and reliability.  To illustrate the methodology adopted, Figure 4.2 below 

provides a worked example of survey analysis for the ‘autonomy’ theme.  This was 

initially done by logging responses by type of respondent (i.e. parent, teacher, 

student), then subsequently amalgamating survey and interview analysis into a single 

Microsoft Word document (see Figure 4.4), aligned to each theme of my theoretical 

framework. 

  

 STUDENT SURVEY No. Invited No. of Participants 

Total 66 35 

Male 

Female 

16 (24%) 

40 (76%) 

9 (26%) 

26 (74%) 

Schools Represented 38 22 

By Pathway Subject 

- Computer Science 

- FME 

- Law 

 

22 

20 

24 

 

11 (32%) 

12 (34%) 

12 (34%) 

Outcome 

- Completed programme 

with 1 grade reduction 

with 2 grade reduction 

with no grade reduction 

- Withdrew 

 

41 (62%) 

19 

13 

9 

25 (38%) 

 

29 (82%) 

14 (38%) 

9 (31%) 

6 (21%) 

6 (18%) 

PARENT SURVEY 66 22 (33%) 

TEACHER SURVEY 58 24 (41%) 

INTERVIEWS WITH HEI PROJECT TEAM 

- Academic Coordinators 

- WP Support Staff 

- University Management 

29 

3 

21 

5 

14 (48%) 

3 (100%) 

8 (38%) 

3 (60%) 
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Figure 4.2 – Survey Analysis Example 

 

 

Qualitative data from the interviews was first transcribed, then analysed according to 

its relevance to the research questions (see Figure 4.3 below).  The themes were 

subsequently categorised according to the five aspects of Walker’s capabilities 

approach, where possible.  Similarly, supplementary sub-themes that emerged from 

the data were aligned to a relevant area of the capabilities approach. This process 

was exhaustive, with +50,000 words of data analysed.   

 

Figure 4.3 – Interview Analysis Example 
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Figure 4.4 – Alignment to Theoretical Framework – Example 
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Figure 4.4 – Alignment to Theoretical Framework – Example continued 
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Figure 4.4 – Alignment to Theoretical Framework – Example continued 
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Chapter Summary 

This chapter has explored the methods used and approach taken to the research 

questions and data collection.  Through consideration of the benefits of evaluation 

generally and its relevance to practitioner-led research specifically, the implications of 

being an insider researcher were pondered.  Furthermore, a detailed description was 

provided of the analytical approach employed for data analysis.  This leads to the 

presentation of the results in Chapter 5. 

 

  



89 
 

Chapter Five - Results 

 

The conceptual framework for this study is based on Walker’s (2008) application of 

the capabilities approach (Sen, 1992) to the potential of a young person progressing 

to HE.  Walker proposes this may be influenced by developing capabilities of agency, 

autonomy, hope/voice, identity and knowledge.  The following results chapter is thus 

presented by considering the findings for each of these themes. 

 

Table 5 – Summary of Thematic Analysis 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Area of Capabilities Approach Themes Sub-themes 

Agency Motivation  

Choice 

Opportunity 

Autonomy Decision-making  

Responsibility/Empowerment 

Independence 

Hope / Voice Aspiration  

Incentives 

Accessibility Inclusion 

Opportunity 

Earlier Intervention 

Voice  

Identity Confidence Self-confidence 

Confidence in 
academic ability 

Fitting In  

Personal Development 

Knowledge Insight into University 
Experience 

 

Social Skills 

Communication Skills 

Virtual Learning 

Environment 

Knowledge gained about the 
Pathway Programme 
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Having outlined the analytical approach adopted in Chapter 4, a summary of the 

thematic analysis undertaken is detailed in Table 5.0 above.  Most themes and sub-

themes were identified from their alignment to descriptions of the capabilities 

approach.  Others emerged directly from the data and were arrived at through the 

coding of thematic analysis.  This table will be referred throughout this chapter in order 

to facilitate the presentation of results. 

 
 

AGENCY 

As evidenced in Chapter 3, agency is central to Walker’s concept of capabilities in 

that the capability for something represents both one’s freedom to choose and to 

achieve it.  The results from my research study suggest that agency freedom and 

achievement can be influenced by three factors: motivation, choice, and opportunity. 

 

Motivation 

Several questions in each survey elucidated responses which referenced a motivation 

theme.  Tables 5.1 and 5.2 below outline responses to these questions.  Together, 

these responses corroborate that the POP had a positive impact on student 

motivation, best illustrated by open-ended responses from the following participants: 

 
“In terms of my motivation, I am far keener now when it comes to completing 
work in school … I am going to strive to do my best” (Student 7, CS Pathway) 
 
“I have seen *my child* in the past few months, deal with issues in school 
towards herself and others in a very adult and compromising way, which she 
wouldn't have done before.” (Parent 14) 

 
Table 5.1 – Data A on Motivation 

Question: The Pathway programme has increased your child’s / your student’s / 

your motivation towards study. 

Survey Response 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

No. of 

Participants 

Parent (Q1b) 15 (67%) 5 (23%) 0 1 (5%) 22 

Teacher (Q2d) 9 (39%) 13 (57%) 1 (4%) 0 23 

Student (Q17h) 18 (60%) 7 (23%) 4 (13%) 1 (3%) 30 
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Table 5.2 – Data B on Motivation 

 

A subsequent question in the teacher survey (Q2a) about whether the POP engaged 

students, had 30% (n=7) of teachers strongly agree and the remaining 70% agree 

(n=16).   

 

Question three in the surveys asked: What are the most valuable aspects of the POP 

for your child / your student?  Five parents referred to motivation in their responses, 

and two respondents highlighted additional benefits to their child’s motivation as 

being: 

 
“determination” (Parent 9) and 

“work ethic” (Parent 4) 

 

Eight teachers mentioned motivation, using phrases such as 

 
“Engagement” (Teacher 6 and 8) 

“Gives them focus” (Teacher 1, 15 and 18) 

“They feel enabled and supported” (Teacher 17) 

“Motivation to pursue their chosen career paths” (Teacher 10) 

“Helped an already excellent student become more focused” (Teacher 8) 

 

Furthermore, four teacher respondents highlighted the grade reduction as impacting 

on their student’s motivation, describing it as 

 
“attractive” (Teacher 6, 11, 14 and 22) 

 
One facet of agency is the power to act, to uphold personal choice.  This is aptly 

illustrated by a student respondent:  

Question: To what extent has your child / your student improved motivation as a 

result of the Pathway programme? 

Survey Response 

 A great deal Much A little Not at all No. of 

Participants 

Parent (Q2c) 14 (64%) 5 (23%) 1 (5%) 1 (5%) 22 

Teacher (Q3c) 10 (43.5%) 10 (53.5%) 3 (13%) 0 23 

 



92 
 

“Initially, I was looking to get out of Northern Ireland for university but my 
experience with the Pathway Opportunity Programme swayed my decision.” 
(Student 31, Law Pathway)  

 

It is noteworthy that the decision-making trait within agency applies regardless of the 

outcome.  One respondent to the parent survey commented:  

 
“My son pulled out of pathways programme as it interfered too much with his 
school work for ‘A’ level.” (Parent 5) 

 

Whilst not anticipated, such withdrawal from the POP is still an enhancement of 

agency capability.  

 

From interviews with the HEI project team, the motivation theme was brought to light 

in answer to how the POP could be improved.  Responses cited both the motivation 

of the student participants as well as the academic teaching staff.  There were four 

suggestions to improve student motivation.  Firstly, to use the online component (VLE) 

of the programme more:  

 
“the VLE is a good way to engage and to use it more and to put their opinions 
on it”. (Interviewee 14) 

 

Secondly, to incentivise participation:  

 
“give incentives to the kids, like however many articles you open and read and 
you have a little test afterwards, you get like points towards something”. 
(Interviewee 2) 

 

Thirdly, to modify the structure of the programme:  

 
“more contact days closer together; it’s too long a gap and in that gap they’ve 
pretty much forgotten what they’ve done from the previous time”.  
(Interviewee 8) 
 

And fourthly, to provide prompt feedback:  

 
“timely feedback so students are not going months without getting any real 
feedback”. (Interviewee 10) 

 

The personal motivation of academic teaching staff was a common theme in the 

interviews, with three respondents highlighting the impact on their morale and 

motivation.  For example: 
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“We’re putting huge amounts of time and resources into this and if you’re not 
getting that payback, it’s demoralising for me; we’ve got to get something back 
from it.”  (Interviewee 6) 
 

This refers to the 38% (n=25) attrition rate on the POP and the fact that only 33% 

(n=22) of students applied to *the University* following completion of the POP.  

Therefore, it is understandable that a low conversion rate could adversely affect staff 

motivation.   

 

A second respondent explained:  

 
“I already knew that Canvas was being made and I had a good understanding 
that this wasn’t going to be the main VLE used … so have put the Moodle VLE 
on the backburner.” (Interviewee 12) 
 

This comment denotes the perceived benefit of using the same VLE for POP as the 

rest of the University. 

 

A third respondent described:  

 
“It’s not a problem with the VLE, it’s a problem with me having the time to put 
stuff on the VLE, and then mark it.  There’s a balance between what your 
current register students need versus what these non-registered students 
need.” (Interviewee 5) 
 

This observation concerns personal workload and time management factors, which 

negatively affect motivation.  Such concerns would best be dealt with at an individual 

or supervisory level, however the comment does highlight the agency freedom 

constraints that academic teaching staff might face, and the ensuing impact on 

personal motivation. 

 

The capabilities approach literature highlights motivation as a crucial factor to 

achievement.  Sen describes a person’s agency achievement as their “success in the 

pursuit of the totality of her considered goals and objectives” (Sen, 1992:56).  

Consequently, ‘agency success’ occurs when agency objectives are achieved.  Yet, 

Sen identifies a difference between having one’s objectives realised and participating 

in the realisation of one’s objectives (ibid).  The POP affords participants the 

opportunity to get a taster of university life, but importantly, for the individual to be 

instrumental in choosing personal goals.   
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In sum, the data goes some way to substantiate the positive effect of the POP on 

participant motivation.  The patterns of the data show that there is genuine positivity 

towards the programme in terms of motivation, but this is based on a small sample, 

and is by no means definitive.  We now consider the second factor influencing agency. 

 

 

Choice 

As seen earlier in Chapter 3, agency choice is the ability to judge and reflect upon 

goals and situations, and to determine one’s own goals and objectives as reasons for 

action (Walker, 2008).  The concept of choice was emphasised in answers to a 

number of survey questions.  In question seven of the student survey, participants 

were asked: Have you applied to *the University* for undergraduate entry in 2018/19?  

36% answered no (n=12) and 64% yes (n=21).  This individual choice may have been 

influenced by various factors, yet affirms the agency choice of POP participants.  One 

respondent noted their personal choice: 

 
“I have had to defer my progress into *the University* because I changed my 
career path from computer science to nursing.”  (Student 27) 

 

A benefit of the POP was deemed to be 
  

“choosing the right course” (Student 16) 
  

and two respondents (Students 11 and 23) commented on the desire for POP to 
  

“offer a greater and wider range of subjects” 
 

in order to improve the programme. 
 

Having more subjects to choose from was also a recurring theme amongst parents 

and teachers.  One parent commented:  

 
“Offer more places on the pathways programmes and publicise the opportunity 
more widely” (Parent 7) 

 

Likewise, five teachers advocated: 

 
“More places” (Teacher 4 and 13) 

“More courses” (Teacher 9) 

“Greater range of subjects offered” (Teacher 16) 

“Increase the range of subjects involved” (Teacher 22) 
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Expansion to more subject areas was also touched upon in several of the interviews 

with the University project team.  A senior manager in the University responded:  

 
“We’re hoping to bring Medicine on board in 2020.  I would like to see it 
extended across every subject.  And that it will grow and develop and offer for 
more flexible options as well to pupils.” (Interviewee 1) 

 

Another said:  

 
“to improve the POP, we need to open it up to more subjects” (Interviewee 8). 
 

In the student survey, the desire for additional subjects to choose from was reinforced 

by recommendations on how to improve POP: 

 
“More pathways to choose from” (Student 2) 

“Have a larger range of subjects that people could pick to pursue” (Student 6) 

“Broaden the course range” (Student 16) 

“Add new courses” (Student 17) 

“Widen the courses available to choose from” (Student 29) 

 

The choice of free time / rest time during the summer school was raised by several 

respondents to the student survey:  

 
“More opportunities to socialise” (Student 18) 

“Allow us a little more freedom” (Student 26) 

“A break from activities in the summer scheme to get some rest” (Student 34) 

 

In addition, interviewees highlighted the timing of the summer school as potentially 

detrimental, affecting choice:  

 
“the date of it, when it is, is very hard for me; my whole summer is taken up 
because no sooner has the residential week finished then all the marking has 
to be done and go straight into resits and before you know it, my whole 
summer has gone.”  (Interviewee 7) 

 

Another respondent commented: 

 
“It’s over the summer holidays - some of the students have had to pull out to 
go on holiday.”  (Interviewee 12) 
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These two comments suggest that the structural timing and choice of when to hold 

the POP residential could be revisited to mitigate pressure on academic teaching staff.  

As explained by Dreze and Zen (2002:6), “a ‘people-centred’ approach puts human 

agency at the centre of the stage; social opportunities expand the realm of human 

agency and freedom, both as an end in itself and as a means of further expansion of 

freedom.”   

 

Thus, the data suggests that the agency choice of POP students could be improved 

by structural changes, providing a greater range of subjects for applicants to choose 

from, more social interaction, and the option of having more free time. 

 

 

Opportunity 

Opportunity was identified by four teachers as one of the most valuable aspects of 

the POP:  

 
“The opportunity to personally engage with university” (Teacher 4) 

“The opportunities that are open to them” (Teacher 7) 

“Helped him get a sense of direction” (Teacher 16) 

“She was so pleased to be chosen” (Teacher 20) 

 

A parent submission on how to overcome barriers to widening participation stressed 

the imperative of educating parents about opportunities for their children like the POP: 

 
“Parent participation - I didn't have the opportunity to attend university - simply 
because coming from a working-class family – ‘children like us didn't go to 
university - we just got a job’ - it really wasn't an option.  I think educating 
parents not to be so negative but instead encouraging their children to ‘do their 
best’ and make the most of any opportunity that comes their way is the best 
way forward.” (Parent 13) 

 

In the interviews, several ideas were mooted about how to maximise the opportunity 

for young people to progress to HE.  

 
“The maxim is really about making sure that you tap into the brightest and 
most socially excluded.” (Interviewee 5) 
 
The help that we can give young people from say, age fourteen onwards, then 
helps to ease their passage into *the University*.”  (Interviewee 9) 
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“For cultural reasons, like whenever I wanted to go to university, some family 
members looked at me with a raised eyebrow because, it’s just completely 
alien to some communities.  So working with schools to break down negative 
assumptions about university would be good.” (Interviewee 2) 
  

Greater face-to-face programme delivery was advocated:  

 
“We remain remote to pupils if we’re online and I think that the more we get 
them into *the University* and mixing with tutors, with interns, with people who 
are the image of *the University*, that’s where you start to break down that 
barrier … You have to go to them.” (Interviewee 6) 

 

Likewise, responses to the student survey elucidated recommendations for the 

University making an earlier intervention to create opportunities for young people to 

progress to HE:  

 
“Could help to overcome barriers by creating more awareness of how they 
cater to everyone’s needs from an early stage e.g. by doing a presentation to 
younger pupils, maybe in year 11.” (Student 4) 

 

Another respondent opined: 

 
“Get involved with secondary school pupils at a younger age, get to 
understand the difficulties some might be facing with concern to university. 
Look particularly at young people interested in university from working class 
backgrounds such as Pathway does to help them feel included and that 
university is ok for them that it's not out of their reach.” (Student 18) 

 

In summary, data analysis has underlined the opportunity provided by the POP for 

participants and suggested that further opportunities could be created through earlier 

intervention, greater interaction with parents and the local community, and by more 

focused contact with potential POP applicants.  The following quote helps illustrate 

the impact of having the opportunity to participate in the POP:  

 
“This programme gave me the opportunity to explore various courses and 
allowed me to find the course I wanted to study. I made some unforgettable 
memories at the residential summer school and met so many new people I 
look forward to seeing at the University in September. I would like to take this 
opportunity to thank everyone involved for such a valuable and worthwhile 
experience that has benefitted me greatly.” (Student 11) 
 

Agency freedom is “one’s freedom to bring about the achievements one values and 

attempts to produce” (Sen, 1992:57).  Although agency freedom is concerned with 

the freedom of the individual, it is also “inescapably qualified and constrained by the 
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social, political, and economic opportunities that are available to us” (Sen, 1999:xi-

xii).  To have more agency freedom is to have “more opportunity to achieve those 

things that we value, and have reason to value” (Sen, 2002:585).  This freedom to 

choose and to achieve leads to consideration of the second aspect of Walker’s 

capability approach: autonomy. 

 

 

AUTONOMY 

 

The results from this research study denote that autonomy can be shaped by three 

elements: decision-making, responsibility, and independence (as per Table 5 above, 

page 89). 

 

 

Decision-making  

Meyers (1998) recommended that personal autonomy could be understood as the 

control over skills related to self-direction.  Given that an aim of the POP is to enable 

students to choose their own priorities, active decision-making is the exertion and 

realisation of choice.  Table 5.3 below details answers to a survey question on 

decision-making. 

 
Table 5.3 – Data on Decision-making 

 

One teacher commented that their  

 
“student was significantly better informed when it came to her UCAS choices.” 
(Teacher 16) 

 

Question: To what extent has your child / your student / have you improved 

decision-making as a result of the Pathway programme? 

Survey Response 

 A Great 

Deal 

Much Somewhat Little No. of 

Participants 

Parent (Q2d) 12 (55%) 7 (32%) 1 (5%) 1 (5%) 22 

Teacher (Q3d) 7 (30%) 11 (48%) 3 (13%) 0 23 

Student (Q19d) 0 2 (18%) 2 (18%) 6 (55%) 11 

 



99 
 

The responses to this question in the student survey are interesting because they 

contrast with responses to the same question in the parent and teacher surveys.  It 

indicates that students felt their decision-making skills were not improved much by 

the POP.  This might be explained by the low number of respondents to the question 

(n=11), or perhaps by the level of respondents’ self-awareness, compared to parent 

and teacher observations of students exerting autonomy. 

 

Several interviewees highlighted decision-making as an important aspect for student 

participants, as well as other stakeholders in the POP, namely teaching staff, 

administrators, and the University at large.  Hollingsworth (2014) recognises that an 

individual’s place in and experience of various social structures such as the family, 

education, or employment, along with social constructs such as race, gender, or class, 

affect the extent to which they are able to act and make decisions.  This shapes both 

the range of options available and their ability to recognise that they have those 

options.  One respondent from senior management expanded on why university is not 

for everyone:  

 

“The unfortunate thing about universities is: one, somehow everybody expects 
that everyone should go to university, which is not right; and two, not everyone 
can go to university.  I think we place a lot of value in higher education rather 
than value on all routes into either employment or higher education, so I think 
our values here are misplaced maybe unfairly on higher education being what 
everyone should aspire to.” (Interviewee 14) 

 

This implies that universities, and indeed wider society, should accept that there are 

aspirations other than HE.  Ultimately, it is a decision for each individual to make, to 

be valued regardless of outcome in order to embolden the capability of autonomy. 

 

A number of respondents to the student survey indicated that they did not complete 

the POP (n=11, 17%).  However, open text responses to question four helpfully 

illustrate their autonomy in decision-making.  

 
“I decided to go down a different course” (Student 8) 

“I felt too much pressure with my ‘A’ Levels alongside work for the POP” 
(Student 15) 
 
“I had a career plan change so I didn’t think it was worth it in the end” 
(Student 27) 
 
“I had too much on” (Student 33) 
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Subsequent comments substantiate this decision-making capability.   

 
“I currently work full time in the beauty industry which I feel is more my path” 
(Student 33) 
 
“I have chosen to go back to complete my Level 3 qualification” (Student 8) 

“I chose not to apply to *the University* due to not getting the 2 grade 
reduction.” (Student 17) 

 

The decision-making theme was also noted as one of the most valuable aspects of 

the POP.  A parent commented that  

 
“the POP helped my son decide on university” (Parent 3)  

 
and a teacher highlighted that POP  

 
“informs decision making” (Teacher 12).   

 
One interviewee stressed a need to focus on improving the POP through  

 
“evaluation, to ensure that anything we’re doing is having impact, rather than 
just doing because we’ve always done it.”  (Interviewee 7). 

   
This would help inform decision-making for the future development and longevity of 

the POP.  

 

The data above provides a mixed picture about the influence of the POP on 

participants’ decision-making skills, with parents and teachers reporting a positive 

impact, but not the students.  According to Cleaver (2007), cultural context 

undoubtedly shapes an individual’s capability for decision-making.  People may be 

incorrectly classed as acting autonomously when they are acting under significant 

social pressure (Mackenzie and Stoljar, 2000).  Since autonomy may be viewed as 

being socially acquired, it can be constrained by relationships, social norms, and 

practices (Mackenzie, 2007).  In seeking to widen access to HE, it is thus the 

responsibility of universities to do all they can to bolster the autonomy and 

empowerment of participants in WP programmes. 
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Responsibility/Empowerment  

Responsibility, when applied within the capability of autonomy, is “whether people are 

empowered to make decisions and act on those decisions in critical areas of their 

lives” (Burchardt et al., 2010:8).  Empowerment is when individuals exercise decision-

making in valuable aspects of their life, to the extent that they feel responsible for the 

consequences of such decisions because they were authentically motivated (Muñiz-

Castillo et al., 2009).  As a key objective of the POP, empowerment is important 

because it supports the capacity of young people to effect change in their own lives. 

 

The theme of responsibility and empowerment was most prevalent amongst 

interviewees, who spoke almost in third person about the University, and from a more 

structural than personal point of view.  It was not directly mentioned in the student or 

teacher surveys, however in the parent survey, three respondents (Parents 4, 16 and 

18) identified “responsibility” as the most valuable aspect of the POP for their child.  

From interviews with the University project team, responsibility was frequently cited 

at a macro level.  One respondent highlighted the University’s responsibility to society:  

 
“I think universities have a prime position in promoting diversity, social mobility 
and social inclusion. I think it’s part of their moral mission.  It is a social 
responsibility of the university to reach out to all parts of society”  
(Interviewee 12). 

 

Another commented on the modus operandi of the POP: 

 
“It makes us more aware of our responsibilities to our society as a whole. 
We’re in a kind of cocoon here and we forget that we’re very privileged, very 
elitist almost.  Just because we have made it through the system to get here, 
others who could have done have missed out through no real fault of their 
own.  And everybody deserves a second or third chance in life.  First and 
foremost, I think it’s the university contributing to society.  It’s helping society 
to be more fair and diverse at the higher education level.” (Interviewee 14) 

 

On a practical level, one interviewee suggested relieving academic teaching staff from 

the responsibility of recruiting assistants: 

 
“to release me from the logistics of getting helpers, which is very, very stressful 
at the time” (Interviewee 2) 
 

The timing of summer school was also observed by another interviewee:  
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“I think we need to give them that period from when they go off on study leave 
until they finish their exams; we need to leave them alone.” (Interviewee 14) 
   

Such responses indicate the responsibility that the University has to POP participants, 

the staff involved, and wider society. 

 

 

Independence  

The third and final theme that emerged from the data on autonomy was 

independence.  Living autonomously, or independently, is not being under other 

people’s control and not acting under influences that are averse to an individual’s 

personal values (The Health Foundation, 2013). 

 

The online teaching, learning and assessment in the POP was designed to give 

control and ownership to the students, thus fostering independence.  In answer to 

question 11 in the student survey, what did you like the most about the VLE, two 

respondents identified personal autonomy as a factor. 

 
“The ability to access it at any time and to revise completed tasks”  
(Student 23) 
 
“I liked how each assignment didn’t need to be completed in one sitting.” 
(Student 30) 
 

The importance of having a VLE was also reiterated during the interviews:  

 
“the VLE can give autonomy to students not to be geographically bound that 
they’re going to have to spend two hours to get from Derry to Belfast, and then 
two hours getting home, not at 17 years of age.” (Interviewee 14) 
 

Another interviewee echoed the value of independent learning in the POP, impacting 

on preparedness for university:  

 
“they get a feel for what it’s like to work on their own and to be given some 
kind of responsibility for their own learning.” (Interviewee 10) 
 

Enhancing participants’ independence was further elucidated as one most valuable 

aspects of the POP.  Three parents highlighted:  

 
“Having to travel down by herself and find her way about, which was quite a 
challenge for a previously very shy child” (Parent 17) 
 



103 
 

“Living away from home for the week, easing the break of the tie with home” 
(Parent 8) 
 
“Organising self” (Parent 4) 

 

However, an emergent concern for several interviewees was the busyness of the POP 

residential, highlighting the lack of free time for participants:  

 
“There is too much social activity” (Interviewee 2) 
 
“A lot of students would have been like ‘I’m too tired to do this’, but they had 
to do it, so if it was more tailored to their academic subject and less about 
social activities in the evening, that would be better.” (Interviewee 9) 

 

Another respondent advocated  

 
“cutting back on stuff in the evenings” (Interviewee 5) 
 

and another recommended  
 

“more breaks” (Interviewee 11).  
  

While organised social activities are an important aspect of the POP residential, the 

absence of personal down time may have a detrimental effect on participants by 

exacerbating fatigue.  Consequently, the residential schedule could be appropriately 

rebalanced. 

 

In sum, the capability of autonomy provides impetus for decision-making, 

empowerment and independence.  Christman (1998:387) indicates that “the 

autonomous person is one who acts, chooses, and judges for themselves.”  People 

are most autonomous when they can act in accordance with their own interests, 

values and desires (Chirkov et al., 2003).  Within the capabilities approach, autonomy 

facilitates people to consider, rank and identify the capabilities they consider as 

valuable (Binder and Binder, 2016).  “Autonomy enables persons to define their 

nature, give meaning and coherence to their lives, and take responsibility for the kind 

of person they are” (Dworkin 1988:20).  In seeking to advance access to HE, it is the 

University’s responsibility to ensure the autonomy of POP participants is maximised.  

By doing so, it may embolden the aspirations and say of young people.  This leads to 

consideration of the third aspect of Walker’s capabilities approach: hope and voice. 
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HOPE/VOICE  

According to Walker (2006), hope is students’ capacity to see their future in view of 

their current situations and structural limitations.  To hope, is to have a positive, 

optimistic outlook on future possibilities.  ‘Voice’ is closely associated to the capability 

of hope, as the extent to which a person is allowed to express their wishes, 

expectations and concerns in decision-making processes (Bonvin, 2012).   

The results from the data allude to three characteristics of the hope and voice 

component in Walker’s capability approach: aspirations, incentives, and accessibility 

(as per Table 5 above, page 89).  

 

 

Aspiration  

A core purpose of WP compact schemes is to raise aspirations (Hart, 2016).  An 

aspiration is setting a goal towards the future.  “Raising aspirations is individual and 

requires the development of cognitive resolve and motivation to change how one 

thinks and to look beyond the evidence, be they social, cultural or economic barriers, 

and press on until the goal is achieved” (Grant, 2017:300).  Unsurprisingly, WP in HE 

often utilises aspiration and attainment raising interventions (Doyle and Griffin, 2012), 

which were explored at length in data collection.  Table 5.4 below shows responses 

to a survey question on students’ aspirations to go to university. 

 

Table 5.4 – Data on Aspiration 

 

Three themes emerged from question four of the teacher survey: What are the most 

valuable aspects of the POP for your student(s)?  

Two respondents said  

 
“it raises expectations” (Teacher 14 and 21), 

Question: The Pathway programme has helped increase my child’s / your student’s 

aspiration to go to university. 

Survey Response 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

No. of 

Participants 

Parent (Q1c) 18 (82%) 2 (9%) 1 (0%) 0 22 

Teacher (Q2e) 12 (52%) 11 (48%) 0 0 23 
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five respondents highlighted the impact on future aspirations:  

 
“Encourages them to think about their future” (Teacher 2, 7, and 8), 

“Got him thinking about his future” (Teacher 1 and 12),  

 
and two respondents underlined an effect on ambitions:  

 
“Shows them that university is a real option” (Teacher 14),  

“Raises ambition” (Teacher 22). 

 
The same themes recurred in data from question seven of the student survey:  

 
“I really want to go to *the University* and now even more than ever since 
doing the POP” (Student 24) 
 
“My time on the programme was very enjoyable, and I feel I would enjoy my 
time completing my degree at *the University*.” (Student 6) 

 

A focus on aspiration was apparent in open text responses to two other questions of 

the student survey.  Question 17 asked: As a result of taking part in the POP…?  One 

respondent said: 

 
“the POP has definitely helped me to become more ambitious, as I never 
would have imagined I'd be realistically applying to the University.”  (Student 
11) 
 

Question 20 asked: What were the most valuable aspects about the POP?  A 

respondent wrote: 

 
“it allowed me to figure out what I do and do not want to do in the future” 
(Student 32).   
 

Such responses are indicative of the positive impact the POP has had on increasing 

expectation and ambition.  Yet, some of the data illustrate a more nuanced 

understanding of hope and aspiration.   

 

Question 16 in the student survey asked: Before I took part in the POP, I was planning 

to go to university in the future.  83% (n=25) of respondents strongly agreed and the 

remaining 17% (n=5) agreed.  However, a direct comparison can be made with the 

responses to question six: When you finish Year 14 or your second year of college, 

do you intend to go to university? 88% (n=30) answered yes and 12% no (n=4).  This 



106 
 

indicates that whilst all respondents aspired to attend university before they started 

the POP, several changed their minds.  It raises a problem within the domain of WP, 

that ‘high aspirations’ are equated to participating in HE.  Consequently, this asserts 

a narrow form of aspiration to advance social mobility at the potential cost of other 

ambitions which exist beyond higher education (Brown, 2011).  As a result, having 

‘low aspirations’ has become synonymous with being working class and living in an 

area of deprivation.  The blame for this failure is often placed on the individual, their 

family and community environment (Bright, 2011), which Walker (2008) classifies as 

a ‘conversion factor’ in her capabilities approach.  Such ‘adaptive preferences’ are 

hopes and desires which are adjusted due to cultural environment (Sen, 1999).  They 

connote that people are disposed to adapting to circumstances which may be 

unfavourable because aspirations respond to beliefs about norms and about personal 

opportunities.  This theoretical approach was practically realised from my interviews 

with the POP University project team.  Three interviewees commented:  

 
“The culture of a student going from a school that has no record going into 
*our University*, that’s our issue” (Interviewee 14) 
 
“We need to target the culture in non-grammar schools” (Interviewee 11) 
 
“I think the message is, even if you don’t do well in your eleven plus, that’s not 
the end of the road.”  (Interviewee 7) 

 

The POP seeks to break down barriers to the most able but least likely people to 

attend university, however these remarks suggest that more can and should be done 

to tackle the adaptive preferences of disadvantaged young people.  As such, several 

interviewees advocated solutions such as affirmative action, e.g. 

 
“every other social experiment will tell you that affirmative action has to be 
taken to be able to start giving some other people a chance”. (Interviewee 14) 

 

Affirmative action is a form of positive discrimination, whereby policy favours 

individuals belonging to groups known to have been discriminated against previously.  

One interviewee explained about giving places to nominated students from schools 

which have a history of no one attending university: 

 

“The only way you can do it is getting students from that school to come to 
*the University*. That then gives the aspiration side of students. What they 
want to hear is ‘you can come here because this person from this school went 
here and did this degree.’  If their school has never had anyone go to university 
and they agree to become an ambassador to that school, that plants seeds in 



107 
 

school so that hopefully young people could think that if a past pupil has the 
ability to go to university, why can’t I?” (Interviewee 13) 

 

This approach is worthy of consideration as it may impact on the aspirations, 

expectations, and ambitions of young people from WP backgrounds.  It is effectively 

incentivising participation in HE. 

 

 

Incentives  

An incentive is something that motivates or encourages someone to do something.  

Analysing the data led to the identification of two factors: the grade reduction and 

financial stimulus. 

 

The grade reduction component of POP offers a potential two grade reduction 

dependent upon the performance and completion of a participant on the programme.  

This was recognised by respondents to the following question in all three surveys: 

What are the most valuable aspects of the POP for you/your child/your student?  

Responses referenced  

 
“the grade reduction” (Student 27), the 

““lowering of entrance grades” (Teacher 4) and how 

“the lower grade entry is attractive” (Parent 19).  

 

Several interviewees also identified the grade reduction as the most useful and 

valuable aspect of the POP: 

 

“The reduced offer” (Interviewee 2) 
 
“it is recognising that a student does have the potential to achieve and is taking 
into account that maybe their experience in secondary school hasn’t been as 
positive as it could be or as enriched as it could be.” (Interviewee 8) 
 

“A real benefit of Pathway is the reduced grades, because then going in, like 
a number of them had said, going in to their exams they felt less nervous about 
it because they had a 2 grade reduction so they didn’t feel as nervous to 
perform, which hopefully helped them to perform as well as they would have.” 
(Interviewee 12) 
 

Referring to POP students who indicated they would be not be applying for university, 

one interviewee suggested that the programme could be improved by applying the 

grade reduction to a broader range of courses:  
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“if they could use that grade reduction for a different course then we would be 
getting more students into *the University*” (Interviewee 13). 
 

Furthermore, an interesting suggestion was made by one respondent to the student 

survey: 

 

“Unconditional offers for students who do exceptionally well in the course as 
there could be certain circumstances at home or during exam time which could 
create barriers to higher education for that student.” (Student 27) 

 

This is a currently a contemporary and indeed controversial issue, with an increasing 

number of universities in England making unconditional offers (BBC News, 2018).  

Unconditional offers certainly take the current grade reduction incentive much further, 

but could be carefully considered by an HEI implementing affirmative action. 

 

The second incentive that emerged from data analysis was finance.  Upon entry to 

university, participants on the POP are to be given a £1000 bursary.  In both the parent 

and teacher surveys, finance was a recurrent answer as the most valuable aspect of 

the POP.   

 
“Financial assistance offers an incentive for University places” (Teacher 13) 
 
“It helped by ensuring that my daughter would go to university as she was on 
the fence due to tuition fees and the POP helped her overcome those issues 
and realise the value in higher education.” (Parent 5) 
 

In all three surveys, the following question was asked: The aim of WP is to increase 

the social diversity of university enrolment. In what other ways could *the University* 

help overcome barriers to higher education?  One respondent highlighted finance as 

an incentive,  

 

“making it more financially viable to all” (Teacher 14),  

 

while six respondents suggested a greater focus on financial incentives: 

 

“A programme on money management / student finance could be useful” 
(Teacher 1) 
 
“Perhaps offer more scholarships and reduced fees” (Student 25) 

“Increase bursaries” (Student 28) 

“Offer scholarships” (Student 9) 

“Grants” (Student 31) 

“Introduce a scholarship programme.” (Parent 17) 
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Perhaps most fittingly, a student respondent cogently reasoned:  

 
“The largest barrier to higher education is money, the idea of thousands in 
debt is not appealing, or even simply providing some support for living, beyond 
the grants and loans available; having that financial support would be 
beneficial.”  (Student 6) 

 

Likewise, the financial incentive of the POP was mentioned repeatedly by 

interviewees.  Several extoled the virtues of increasing the bursary:  

 
“I would love to see the first year bursary extended across each year” 
(Interviewee 11) 
 
“I would like to see free accommodation being provided, at least in first year” 
(Interviewee 13) 
 
“I think it should be a scholarship, to pay their fees; even a reduction, a 25% 
reduction on each yearly fee to keep them.” (Interviewee 9) 

 

“No matter how good the programme is, and giving you two-grade reduction, 
if they’re coming from a background and it’s more important that they go out 
and earn money, then we’re not going to keep them. I think that, the bursary 
is good, yes, but in some ways, I think that it would be more attractive if it was 
a fee reduction.  If they attained a required level in these programmes and it 
gave them a fee reduction.” (Interviewee 14) 

 

One interviewee expressed a preference for the increased funding for POP students 

to be sourced from employer sponsorship:  

 
“a lot of companies have social charters and commitments to diversity; let’s 
capitalise on that.” (Interviewee 12) 

 

Moreover, a respondent suggested rewarding the highest achieving students with  

 
“an extra five hundred pounds for the top student in each subject as it would 
create a bit more competition between them”. (Interviewee 7) 

 

Another interviewee advocated offering POP students to work as paid ambassadors 

for widening participation in the university:  

 
“In terms of financial support, offer them the opportunity to work in Widening 
Participation when they are students at University.” (Interviewee 3) 

 

Furthermore, an apprenticeship model was proposed:  

“you can join them and they will pay for your degree and you can work and do 
the degree at the same time”. (Interviewee 8) 
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All of the above suggestions seem viable and should be contemplated for the future 

development of the POP. 

 

 

Accessibility  

The data from this research study illuminated three aspects of accessibility: inclusion, 

opportunity and earlier intervention, as identified in Table 5 above (page 89). 

 

 

Inclusion  

Inclusion has been a concern to successive UK governments over the past twenty 

years (DfE, 2017), as approaches towards increasing access to HE have prompted 

changes in universities’ ethos, mission and infrastructure, such as buildings and 

budgets (Evans et al., 2018).  

  

Question four in the teacher survey asked: What are the most valuable aspects of the 

POP for your student(s)?  One participant specified that 

 
“it made him start to feel wanted” (Teacher 7).  
  

Similarly, a student respondent commented how POP  

 
“showed me that it is a place where I could succeed in my university education” 
(Student 28). 
   

These two responses foreground the positive affect that inclusion can have on hope.  

Yet, the survey data also highlighted that more could be done. 

 

Question seven in the parent survey asked about ways to overcome barriers to higher 

education?  One respondent identified the need for  

 
“more inclusion and support for students with learning difficulties” (Parent 19).   

 
Likewise, the continued focus on inclusion was reiterated in several interviews.   

 
“You have to keep working at making sure that *the University* is recognised 
as being accessible, and the best way of doing that is getting the kids in to let 
them become familiar with what it feels like to walk through those big, dark 
doors and come into this hallowed atmosphere.” (Interviewee 3) 
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This sentiment clearly resonated with other interviewees, with one advocating:  

 
“make it more accessible to them, as a lot of *the University* stuff would be 
very highbrow; being in an affluent area scares people to come in.” 
(Interviewee 5) 
 

Another suggested  

 
“showing them that it’s not this big sort of monolith that you have to climb in 
one go. It’s a slope. Maybe a steep one for some people, but it is a slope and 
you’re able to climb it.” (Interviewee 11) 
 

However, inclusion measures necessitate that opportunities are available to access 

HE. 

 

 

Opportunity  

Opportunity here differs from the opportunity discussed above within the agency 

capability, since agency freedom increases the opportunity to act or achieve, whereas 

this opportunity nurtures hope and aspiration by making HE more accessible.  With 

regards to relevant data, the following question was asked in all three surveys: ‘What 

are the most valuable aspects of the POP?’  Responses highlighted an appreciation 

for the opportunity that POP provided.    From the parent survey (question three): 

 
“Thank you all for my daughter’s opportunity” (Parent 2) 
 
“I think this program is a fantastic opportunity for our young people, it opens 
so many opportunities for them” (Parent 7) 
 
“The POP was a great experience for my daughter as it allowed her to find the 
course she wants to pursue in September and got a real flavour for university 
life!” (Parent 12) 
 
“The POP is an excellent opportunity for students from deprived areas to gain 
additional support to access a university place on a highly academic degree.” 
(Parent 21) 
 

Similarly, from the teacher survey (question four): 
 

“She was so pleased to be chosen” (Teacher 4) 
 
“The opportunities that are open to them” (Teacher 9) 
 
“The opportunity to personally engage with universities is invaluable.” 
(Teacher 17) 
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Responses to the student survey (question 20) demonstrated the nurturing of hope 
and aspiration:  
 

“The opportunities Pathway has given me the two grade reduction has made 
me much more confident and give me a goal to strive towards” (Student 14) 
 
“Being given the opportunity to try something I was passionate for”  
(Student 26) 

 

Two of the interviewees also highlighted the importance providing opportunities for 

young people to access HE. 

 
“Students who have not had opportunities as other people have an opportunity 
to become involved and in situations where they might not have that 
advantage of say, going to tutors because they can’t afford it, Pathway is a 
programme that will help them.” (Interviewee 7) 
 
“Pathway helps people that may not have considered *the University* before. 
They’re capable but they feel intimidated by their backgrounds.”  
(Interviewee 13) 
 

Opportunity is therefore vital for widening the access of disadvantaged young people 

to HE.  Yet it is not only the frequency of opportunities that is significant, but their 

timing.  

 

 

Earlier Intervention  

The notion of accessibility connotes availability, openness and awareness (Evans et 

al., 2018).  This was emphasised in the student survey: 

 
“Support more pupils from non-selective schools and target these pupils at an 
earlier stage in their academic pathway.” (Student 25) 
 
“Come into school and engage with pupils in Year 12” (Student 34) 
 

Correspondingly, the interviews emphasised a desire for earlier intervention: 

 
“I think that you do need to get children much younger and at that stage where 
they’re maybe at the upper end of primary school where they have more 
knowledge and awareness. If you can capture a child’s imagination, it gives 
them aspirations that they could think about going to university.”  
(Interviewee 8) 
 
“Widening participation for me isn’t really just about getting people into *the 
University*, it’s about getting them when they are a lot younger and trying to 
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bring them through, so university becomes an expectation in that community.” 
(Interviewee 3) 

 

An interviewee from senior management in the University aptly expressed: 

 

“Where do you need to get them? It’s actually 10 years before they do their 
GCSEs.  it’s a social triangle really, we are one part of it, the students 
themselves and the schools are another part, then there’s the parents. So it’s 
how we socially change an area and I think you have to show role models. 
That’s why you get them young and the Pathway Opportunity Programme 
should be that which they eventually evolve in to.” (Interviewee 13) 
 

Participant data thus indicates the dimensions of inclusion, opportunity and earlier 

intervention to enhance accessibility.  While these are primarily focused on the 

concept of hope, Walker (2008) also includes ‘voice’ within this aspect of her capability 

approach.  

 

 

Voice  

The capability for voice is a prerequisite for the process of creating informed and 

measured decisions to plan and shape a person’s life (Walker, 2003).  This equips 

individuals with an ability to ascertain valuable capabilities and to participate in 

informed discussions, which permit criticism and disagreement.  Muñiz-Castillo et al. 

(2009) advocates that encouraging human development entails helping individuals to 

express their voice.  For exercising voice to become effective, individuals require the 

opportunity to express and reflect upon their personal opinion (Otto and Ziegler, 

2006).   

 

Accordingly, my research study on the POP afforded participants the opportunity to 

express their voice openly and confidentially.  As such, ‘voice’ did not reside in the 

POP as an intentional structural element, and it was solely in interviews with 

University staff that voice emerged as a distinctive theme, with reference to the 

advantage of using online communication:  

 
“the engagement in the chat forums was fantastic; they wouldn’t be able to 
voice themselves as much as they did if it was all face-to-face.”  
(Interviewee 7) 
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Since Walker (2008) emphasised the importance of the capability of voice in the 

capabilities approach, the fact this did not resonate with participants or emerge from 

the data merits further exploration in the subsequent discussion chapter. 

 

To conclude this results section on hope and voice, respondent data indicates that 

the POP has helped to raise the aspirations and ambitions of participants, 

incentivising their progression to university by offering a grade reduction and financial 

support.  The POP undoubtedly aids participants in understanding what is involved in 

going to university.  However, it could further advance the capability of hope and voice 

by offering greater accessibility, earlier intervention and more opportunities for young 

people to engage with the possibility of a higher education.  In addition, by providing 

a platform to address fears of failing, concerns about competing demands and 

expectations from family and school (Grant, 2017), the POP would not only nurture 

the hope and voice of young people, but contribute to the fourth component of 

Walker’s capabilities approach: identity. 

 

 

IDENTITY 

 

Identity is the awareness of who a person is; what sort of a person they are; what sort 

of things they can or will do (Bridges, 2006).  The identity of a person connects their 

choice of actions and provides a background for their construction of life-long plans 

(Comim and Teschl, 2006).  Personal identity is the capacity to change your life, 

including ideas about the kind of life you have reason to value, yet remain the same 

person (Davis and Wells, 2016).  Davis (2002) contends that there is a difference 

between a capacity and a capability.  A capacity is something you might succeed in 

exercising from time to time without any guarantee of being able to use it again in the 

future, while a capability is having the power to exercise a capacity on a regular basis.  

The capability approach builds up capacities and can therefore help to develop an 

individual’s nature and identity.  The extent that individuals reflect upon and change 

their own values or group affiliations is called personal identity capability (Davis and 

Wells, 2016).  A thematic analysis of this research study on the POP showed three 

factors that contribute to personal identity capability: confidence, fitting in, and 

personal development (as per Table 5 above, page 89). 
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Confidence  

Literature on the subject has described confidence as a trait (Bernstein et al., 1994) 

and as a situationally specific concept (Brodie et al., 1995).  Norman and Hyland 

(2003:6) explain: “a trait is relatively stable over time … yet since confidence is 

situationally-specific, it means that it can be raised and lowered depending on 

circumstances.” 

 

A common thread in the literature maintains that confidence is “assuredness in 

oneself and in one’s capabilities” (Erwin and Kelly, 1985:395).  Within the genre of 

identity, the theme of confidence was by far the most common one from respondents 

to the surveys and interviews on POP.  From thematic analysis, this can be broken 

down further into two broad areas: general self-confidence and confidence regarding 

personal academic ability (as identified in Table 5 above, page 89). 

 

 

Self-confidence  

Table 5.5 below outlines the question asked in both the parent and teacher surveys 

about self-confidence. 

 

Table 5.5 – Data on Self-confidence 

One teacher also commented that a POP student had  

 
“consolidated his growing confidence” (Teacher 5). 
   

When asked what were the most valuable aspects of the POP for their child, six 

parents identified confidence (Parent 1, 6, 13, 16 and 21). 

 

 

Question: The Pathway programme has helped my child / my student increase in 

confidence. 

Survey Response 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

No. of 

Participants 

Parent (Q1a) 16 (73%) 4 (18%) 1 (5%) 0 22 

Teacher (Q2e) 9 (39%) 14 (61%) 0 0 23 
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Three respondents to the same question in the teacher survey also highlighted  

 
“confidence building” (Teacher 7),  

“improving confidence” (Teacher 9), 

“increased confidence” (Teacher 14),  

with one teacher noting “self-esteem” (Teacher 17).  
 

Likewise, a parent commented how  

 
“the programme helped my daughter build confidence and self-esteem not 
only socially but also academically” (Parent 4). 
 

Similarly, respondents to the same question in the student survey focused on 

improved confidence:  

“Becoming more confident in my ability” (Student 15).   

“The opportunities it has given me has made me much more confident” 

(Student 28).  
 

Perhaps the most illuminating insight into the self-confidence of POP participants 

comes from responses to a comparative question in the student survey (see Table 

5.6 below), which shows an increase in self-confidence post-programme. 

 

Table 5.6 – Comparative Data on Self-confidence 

 

A Wilcoxon signed-ranks test (Table 5.7 below) indicated that students' self-

confidence post-POP was statistically significantly higher than their self-confidence 

pre-POP (Z= -2.029, p < 0.05). 

 

 

 

 

Question 16h: Before I took part in the Pathway programme, I was self-confident. 

Question 17i: As a result of taking part in the POP, I feel I have more self-confidence 

Survey Response 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

No. of 

Participants 

Student (Q16h) 6 (20%) 11 (37%) 6 (20%) 5 (17%) 30 

Student (Q17i) 11 (37%) 12 (40%) 3 (10%) 3 (10%) 23 
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Table 5.7 – Wilcoxon Test on Self-confidence 

 

Open comments from respondents to this question further substantiate increased 

confidence: 

 

“I now feel more confident and reassured for my future at this university” 
(Student 6) 
 
The POP convinced me of my capabilities to go to university” (Student 22) 
 

Furthermore, this corresponds to research undertaken on compact schemes in the 

UK, for example, the Policy Research Institute for Aimhigher reported that the most 

significant impact of Aimhigher on learner identity was the increase in confidence and 

self-esteem (Davis and Wells, 2016). 

 

 

Confidence in Academic Ability  

The second sub-theme of confidence that emerged from the data was regarding 

academic ability.  This is best illustrated by comparative responses to questions 16 

and 17 of the student survey (Table 5.8 below), which shows a slight increase in 

confidence.   

Ranks 

 N Mean Rank Sum of Ranks 

POST - I was self-confident. - 

PRE - I was self-confident. 

Negative Ranks 14a 8.43 118.00 

Positive Ranks 3b 11.67 35.00 

Ties 13c   

Total 30   

a. POST - I was self-confident. < PRE - I was self-confident. 

b. POST - I was self-confident. > PRE - I was self-confident. 

c. POST - I was self-confident. = PRE - I was self-confident. 

 

Test Statisticsa 

 

POST - I was self-confident. 

PRE - I was self-confident. 

Z -2.029b 

Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .042 

a. Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test 

b. Based on positive ranks. 
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Table 5.8 – Comparative Data A on Academic Confidence 

 

A Wilcoxon signed-ranks test (Table 5.9 below) indicated that students' confidence to 

get the grades needed to get into university post-POP, was higher than their 

confidence pre-POP, but this was not statistically significantly (Z= -.962, p > 0.05). 

 

Table 5.9 – Wilcoxon Test 1 on Academic Confidence 

Question 16f: Before I took part in the Pathway programme, I was confident that I 

could get the grades needed to get into university. 

Question 17f: As a result of taking part in the Pathway programme, I have more 

confidence in my ability to get the grades needed to get into university.   

Survey Response 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

No. of 

Participants 

Student (Q16f) 8 (27%) 9 (30%) 8 (27%) 3 (10%) 28 

Student (Q17f) 11 (37%) 11 (37%) 4 (10%) 1 (3%) 27 

 

Ranks 

 N Mean Rank Sum of Ranks 

Post-Pathway: I have more 

confidence in my ability to get 

the grades needed to get into 

university. 

Pre-Pathway: I was confident 

that I could get the grades 

needed to get into university. 

Negative Ranks 14a 13.07 183.00 

Positive Ranks 10b 11.70 117.00 

Ties 6c   

Total 30 

  

a. Post-Pathway: I have more confidence in my ability to get the grades needed to get into university. 

< Pre-Pathway: I was confident that I could get the grades needed to get into university. 

b. Post-Pathway: I have more confidence in my ability to get the grades needed to get into university. 

> Pre-Pathway: I was confident that I could get the grades needed to get into university. 

c. Post-Pathway: I have more confidence in my ability to get the grades needed to get into university. 

= Pre-Pathway: I was confident that I could get the grades needed to get into university. 

 

Test Statisticsa 

 

Post-Pathway: I have more confidence in 

my ability to get the grades needed to get 

into university. 

Pre-Pathway: I was confident that I could 

get the grades needed to get into 

university. 

Z -.962b 

Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .336 

a. Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test 

b. Based on positive ranks. 
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To probe further, a more specific question was asked (see Table 5.10 below) for which 

positive responses were lower. This revealed lower confidence in participants’ 

academic ability to get into *the University*, compared to university in general. 

 

Table 5.10 – Comparative Data B on Academic Confidence 

However, a Wilcoxon signed-ranks test indicated (Table 5.11 below) there was a 

difference in students' confidence to get the grades needed to get into *the 

University” post-POP compared to pre-POP, but this increase was not statistically 

significant (Z= -1.761, p > 0.05). 

 

Table 5.11 – Wilcoxon Test 2 on Academic Confidence 

 

Ranks 

 N Mean Rank Sum of Ranks 

Post-Pathway: I have more 

confidence in my ability to get 

the grades needed to get into 

"the University*. 

Pre-Pathway: I was confident 

that I could get the grades 

needed to get into *the 

University*. 

Negative Ranks 16a 11.25 180.00 

Positive Ranks 6b 12.17 73.00 

Ties 8c   

Total 30 

  

a. Post-Pathway: I have more confidence in my ability to get the grades needed to get into "the 

University*. < Pre-Pathway: I was confident that I could get the grades needed to get into *the University*. 

b. Post-Pathway: I have more confidence in my ability to get the grades needed to get into "the 

University*. > Pre-Pathway: I was confident that I could get the grades needed to get into *the University*. 

c. Post-Pathway: I have more confidence in my ability to get the grades needed to get into "the 

University*. = Pre-Pathway: I was confident that I could get the grades needed to get into *the University*. 

 

Question 16b: Before I took part in the Pathway programme, I was confident that I 

could get the grades needed to get into *the University*.   

Question 17b: As a result of taking part in the Pathway programme, I have more 

confidence in my ability to get the grades needed to get into *the University*.   

Survey Response 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

No. of 

Participants 

Student (Q16g) 5 (17%) 9 (30%) 6 (20%) 6 (20%) 26 

Student (Q17g) 12 (40%) 9 (30%) 3 (10%) 2 (7%) 26 
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Descriptively, the data shows the POP has unquestionably increased confidence in 

academic ability of participants.  In open-text responses, two participants commented:  

 
“Before the POP I had not believed I would be capable of achieving the 
grades” (Student 7) 
 
“I was motivated to do well in school but because of *the University* reputation 
and outstanding results, I did not think I would do well enough to get in.  
However, I got two grade reduction which gave me a lot of confidence.” 
(Student 19) 

 

The issue of self-confidence in academic ability also arose during the interviews.   

“We need to do more to make them believe that they are capable of coming 
to university because the students that I spoke to were like ‘I enjoy this but I’m 
not going to get the grades’, or ‘I’m not smart enough’, or ‘I’m not going to be 
able to continue on at university’.”  (Interviewee 13) 

 

Another interviewee suggested  

 
“getting them in and letting them see they are capable, that they can do the 
work.” (Interviewee 9) 
 

These comments denote that a lack of confidence and self-belief was clearly an issue 

for some participants, and therefore an area the POP could target in future. 

 

 

Fitting In  

The second factor found to contribute to the capability of personal identity was that of 

‘fitting in’.  During one interview, a senior manager in the University provided a helpful 

vignette:  

 

Test Statisticsa 

 

Post-Pathway: I have more confidence in 

my ability to get the grades needed to get 

into "the University*. 

Pre-Pathway: I was confident that I could 

get the grades needed to get into *the 

University*. 

Z -1.761b 

Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .078 

a. Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test 

b. Based on positive ranks. 
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“One girl had gotten the A-Levels to get into *the University* to do Law, but left 
after 8 weeks as she didn’t feel she fitted in. The way people spoke and did 
things was so different to her. So that’s what I mean about widening 
participation, it’s that confidence, it’s that support that we give them.”   
(Interviewee 14) 

 

Bridges (2006) explains how identity is formed in a social context over which we have 

little control, such as the community of our birth, our family, and the religious or non-

religious tradition in which we are shaped.  These influences are exasperated by the 

fact that POP participants are disadvantaged young people living in a deprived area, 

where they are the first in their family, or even community, to apply for university.  The 

notion of ‘fitting in’ was directly addressed in each of the three surveys (see Table 

5.12 below), which was mostly answered positively, however, lowered slightly when 

specifically asked about fitting in at *the University*. 

 

Table 5.12 – Data on Fitting In 

 

Open comments to this question from parent respondents revealed:  

 
“My son struggled to fit in until the residential, he felt left out and was hesitant 
about week away; once into halls, he made friends and loved it.”  (Parent 12) 
 
“Pathway brought an end to the isolation that autism has brought through 
secondary education, where my child has been marked as 'special needs'.” 
(Parent 17) 

 

Such emotive remarks are a touching and encouraging legacy for the POP.  Likewise, 

the theme of fitting in was apparent in responses from parents answering question 

three: What are the most valuable aspects of the POP for your child?  One parent 

noted  

Question: The Pathway programme has helped my child / my student / me feel 

they/I would ‘fit in’ at university / *the University* (Q17e) 

Survey Response 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

No. of 

Participants 

Parent (Q1d) 13 (59%) 6 (27%) 1 (4%) 0 20 

Teacher (Q2f) 9 (39%) 11 (48%) 0  0 20 

Student (Q17d) 16 (53%) 11 (37%) 2 (7%) 0 29 

Student (Q17e) 14 (47%) 10 (33%) 4 (13%) 0 28 
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“my daughter feeling part of a group” (Parent 2) 

 
which was also reflected in the student survey: 

 
“I am much more confident talking to new people and working with them.”   
(Student 11) 
 
“By meeting people and making brilliant friends, I got to know people who 
wanted to study similar subjects to me and got to experience living with them”. 
(Student 26) 
 

Some of the open text responses to Q17e in the student survey highlighted the 

positive effect of POP on fitting in, for example: 

 
“I was considering going to university, but my first choice was going to be *, 
as I didn't have to move away, and because I was very nervous about leaving 
home, not being entirely sure how I would fit in.  Now I am a lot more confident 
in moving away.” (Student 20) 

 

A curious result regarding the socialisation and social cohesion of participants on the 

POP came from question 11: What did you like most about the VLE?   

 
“I liked it because it allowed us to all be able to communicate effectively with 
everyone who was part of the VLE so no one was left out, and that we were 
all able to help each other when we encountered problems. It brought people 
closer.” (Student 9) 
 

While face-to-face contact is core to building relationships, the online component of 

POP was found to be  

 
“a useful way to contact and get to know everyone on the programme before 
attending the summer school” (Student 27).   
 

This also resonated with interviewees of the POP project team, with the comments: 

“the VLE makes the students feel more part of the university environment.” 
(Interviewee 4) 
 
“It means they’re coming in to their first year of undergrad with a background, 
with some idea, of exactly what this stuff is.  And it’s really going to help them 
in that respect.”  (Interviewee 8) 

 

According to Giovanola (2005), interpersonal relations and comparison can change 

an individual’s personal identity.  The capability approach encourages the realisation 

and growth of a person’s identity.  Evidently, the structure of POP positively 

contributed towards developing friendships: 
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“I watched friendships blossom over that week so quickly.  It was phenomenal.  
They were all going home hugging.”  (Interviewee 5) 
 

In addition, one point that emerged solely from the interviews was the importance of 

POP participants fitting in to *the University* upon undergraduate entry. 

 
“Once they’re in university we must on no account give the impression to these 
students when they manage to come to *the University* that they are being 
positively discriminated in favour of.  That’s bad from their point of view, that’s 
bad from the university’s point of view, and it’s bad for those other students 
who don’t get a place perhaps because the places are being taken up by the 
WP students.  I’m in favour of incentivising students from disadvantaged 
communities to come, but the incentives have to be in terms of showing them 
what it would be like if they did apply to come, rather than making it much 
easier for them when they are students here.” (Interviewee 14) 

 

Another interviewee commented:  

 
“I think that hopefully Pathway will encourage them to access the support that 
is there when they need it, and that awareness is a very natural part of being 
a student: that you will need help at times.  But not that they’re selected as a 
group to get additional support.” (Interviewee 13) 
 

To uphold equality, it is imperative that participants who enter university from the POP, 

and indeed those from a WP background, are not labelled as being treated differently.  

They may or may not have particular needs, but this applies to the entire student body, 

therefore awareness and accessibility are key. This helps to foster a sense of 

responsibility and leads to personal development, which is the third factor influencing 

personal identity in the capabilities approach. 

 

 

Personal Development  

Personal development is crucial to the maturity of young people (DBIS, 2014).  In 

particular, the capability of responsibility is linked to the possibility of a person shaping 

a view of themselves as an individual and as a member of their community (Comim 

and Teschl, 2006).  Table 5.13 below shows responses to the same question on 

responsibility in all three surveys: 
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Table 5.13 – Data on Responsibility 

 

While the results corroborate the improved responsibility of POP participants, parents 

were the most affirmative regarding this, with teachers and students less so.  This is 

likely because young people from a WP background have lower self-esteem than their 

peers (Sanders and Higham, 2012), which unduly impacts the formation and 

development of personal identity.  In their observer capacity, responses from parents 

and teachers were more optimistic and potentially more realistic.  Indeed, when asked 

what was the most valuable aspect of the POP for their students, “enhancing their 

responsibility” was recurrent amongst teacher respondents. 

 

Two other aspects emerged from the data regarding participant identity: 

encouragement and reassurance.  Encouragement was noted by several parents as 

the most valuable aspect of the POP, with responses referencing  

 
“the realisation that university is open to him” (Parent 14) and  
 
“it encouraged him to go to university when he didn’t think he could”  
(Parent 19).   

 
 

Another parent highlighted the importance of  

 
“acknowledging achievement in school in order to apply for Pathway”  
(Parent 21). 

 

Similarly, two teachers commented on how the POP  

 
“gave focus” (Teacher 3) and  
 

Question: To what extent has your child / have your students / have you improved 

responsibility as a result of the Pathway programme? 

Survey Response 

 A Great Deal Much Somewhat Little No. of 

Participants 

Parent (Q2b) 12 (55%) 6 (27%) 1 (4%) 2 (9%) 21 

Teacher (3b) 8 (35%) 6 (26%) 7 (30%) 0 21 

Student (Q19b) 2 (13%) 6 (40%) 7 (47%) 0 15 
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“helped an already excellent student become more focused” (Teacher 12). 
 
Thus encouragement can come from at home and at school, as well as through the 

POP itself.  Three respondents to the student survey précised the value of 

encouragement to them personally:  

 
“I really enjoyed the whole experience and it greatly encouraged me”  
(Student 8) 
 
“Such a valuable and worthwhile experience that has benefitted me greatly” 
(Student 22)  
 
“Sometimes you just need someone to kind of guide you along and say ‘you 
can do this’.” (Student 26) 

 

One respondent to the teacher survey emphasised reassurance as a valuable aspect 

of the POP,  

 
“equipping students with the skills to compete at university” (Teacher 7). 

 
Reassurance was also referred to in several interviews:  

 
“I think kids who don’t have the opportunities through certain streams in life, 
and they don’t get the extra help, for instance, that other kids get, feel inferior 
intellectually, and it’s our job to try and rebalance that.”  (Interviewee 9) 
 
“The POP sets these young people up with a sense of recognition coming into 
the institution.” (Interviewee 13) 

 

“It’s not a route to *the University* which lowers the bar for students who tick 
certain boxes.  That’s demeaning. It’s an achievement route.  And so the 
students who actually engage and come through an achievement model see 
the merit, see the reward at the end for the more they put into the course.  And 
then by the time they come to *the University*, they actually come with a badge 
of having achieved something and that is crucial to this programme.  That it is 
seen as an achievement route, as opposed to one of those routes which just 
simply lowers the bar.” (Interviewee 14) 

 

In sum, results from researching the POP show that the identity of participants was 

shaped by their self-confidence, propensity to ‘fit in’, and personal development 

through responsibility, encouragement and reassurance.  Personal identity is 

considered as being dynamic rather than as a static group of preferences (Davis, 

2002).  The capabilities approach propagates the idea of people developing, able to 

ponder over their personal identities and individual development.  This is linked to the 

fifth and final component of the capability approach: knowledge. 
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KNOWLEDGE  

Human capital theory suggests that individuals and society benefit from investments 

in people and that there is direct economic benefit from skills, new knowledge 

development and knowledge dissemination (Walker, 2010).  In the UK, this theory has 

dominated education policy for several decades, with ElKhayat (2018) surmising that 

the value of knowledge and education has been diminished to its role in building the 

economic development of a nation.  HE has thus been considered as a “knowledge 

industry” (Simons and Masschelein, 2008:396), aiming to improve national economic 

competitiveness within a global knowledge-driven economy (Boni and Gasper, 2009).  

The desirability of acquiring knowledge or skills has been labelled as ‘pathologising’ 

young people from widening participation backgrounds (Sheeran et al., 2007), viewing 

them as abnormal, or ‘deficient’.  However, the capabilities approach seeks for a 

person to become more knowledgeable and to use this knowledge in worthwhile 

ways.  Indeed, one of the features of the Equality Measurement Framework is “the 

capability to be knowledgeable, to understand and reason, and to have the skills to 

participate in society” (Equalities and Human Rights Commission, 2017:28).  In 

aspiring to widen access to HE, the POP is largely focused on knowledge 

development: creating familiarity with campus, experiencing university life, and 

advancing both subject and academic skills.  The area of knowledge development 

was explored at length in the surveys and interviews.  As a result, five recurrent 

themes emerged which require further explication: insight into the university 

experience, social skills, communication skills, the VLE, and knowledge about the 

POP (as per Table 5 above, page 89). 

 

 

Insight into University Experience  

“Becoming a student is about constructing a new identity and a sense of belonging, 

as well as acquiring new academic skills” (Wilcox et al., 2005:712).  The POP enables 

the most able but least likely young people from WP backgrounds to experience 

university through on-campus and online events.  By focusing on academic and social 

skills development, the POP provides a taster of university life intended to prepare 

students for coming to university. 
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Ten parents highlighted insight into university life as the most valuable aspect of the 

POP.  One respondent emphasised their child  

 
“getting a taste for the classes and lectures of courses leading to a better 
knowledge of uni life” (Parent 10). 
 

Parents also commented on how POP has aided transition: 

 
“it has made the moving on to uni an easier process” (Parent 3) and how 
“the POP has prepared him for uni life” (Parent 17).   

 

Likewise, six respondents to the teacher survey emphasised  

 
“gaining insight into university life” (Teacher 1),  
 

with their students benefitting from “accessing the facilities” (Teacher 9) and  
 

“getting a taster of their course” (Teacher 18). 
 

In the student survey, there were 35 references to ‘university experience’ being the 

most valuable aspect of the programme.  Distinctive features were:  

 
“staying on campus and experiencing living away from home” (Student 2) 

“learning the campus” (Student 6) 

“going to class and lectures” (Student 15) 

“Using facilities and resources” (Student 21) 

“Getting a feel for the course as well as for the university” (Student 32). 

 

The desire for the POP to offer an authentic university experience was expressed in 

all 14 interviews with the University project team, for example:  

 
“the most valuable thing is the experience of understanding what university life 
is like, having them immersed into that student experience” (Interviewee 7). 

 

In particular, the residential component of the POP was underlined:  

 
“The summer school is a microcosm of what university is.  It is the best part of 
the programme for the students because it brings them to *the University*, it 
gets them involved, it lets them live in halls and experience the life of a student 
for an entire week.” (Interviewee 9) 

 

Questions 16 and 17 in the student survey sought to gauge any change in participant 

knowledge about university pre- and post-POP (see Table 5.14 below). 
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Table 5.14 – Data on Insight into University Experience 

 

A Wilcoxon signed-ranks test (Table 5.15 below) indicated that students' knowledge 

about university post-POP was statistically significantly higher than their knowledge 

about university pre-POP (Z= -3.955, p < 0.01). 

 
 
Table 5.15 – Wilcoxon Test on Students’ Knowledge About University 

 

 

Question 16a: Before I took part in POP, I felt I knew a lot about going to university. 

Question 17a: As a result of POP, my knowledge about university has increased. 

Survey Response 

 A Great 

Deal 

Much Somewhat Little No. of 

Participants 

Student (Q16a) 4 (13%) 15 (50%) 8 (27%) 2 (7%) 30 

Student (Q17a) 22 (73%) 7 (23%) 1 (3%) 0 30 

 

Ranks 

 N Mean Rank Sum of Ranks 

Post-Pathway: My 

knowledge about university 

has increased. 

Pre-Pathway: I felt that I 

knew a lot about going to 

university. 

Negative Ranks 22a 12.91 284.00 

Positive Ranks 2b 8.00 16.00 

Ties 6c   

Total 30   

a. Post-Pathway: My knowledge about university has increased. < Pre-Pathway: I felt that I knew 

a lot about going to university. 

b. Post-Pathway: My knowledge about university has increased. > Pre-Pathway: I felt that I knew 

a lot about going to university. 

c. Post-Pathway: My knowledge about university has increased. = Pre-Pathway: I felt that I knew 

a lot about going to university. 

 

Test Statisticsa 

 

Post-Pathway: My knowledge about 

university has increased. 

Pre-Pathway: I felt that I knew a lot 

about going to university. 

Z -3.955b 

Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .000 

a. Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test 

b. Based on positive ranks. 
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One participant commented that before the POP 

 
“I had little idea of what going to university actually entailed” (Student 24). 
   

 

The responses to Q17a demonstrate substantial growth in participants’ knowledge 

about university.  Table 5.16 below summarises additional questions in the student 

survey which expanded on specific areas of knowledge development.   

 

Table 5.16 – Data on Knowledge Development 

 

This data complements the positive impact of POP in each area.  Moreover, it is 

interesting to report results from data analysis on particular spheres of skills 

development.   

 

 

 

 

Question 18: From being a Pathway participant, how prepared/ready do you feel 

you are for the following aspects of a university education? 

Student Survey Response 

 Very Quite Not 

Very 

Not at 

all 

No. of 

Participants 

Independent study (Q18b) 12 

(40%) 

17 

(57%) 

0 1 

(3%) 

30 

University assignments (Q18c) 10 

(33%) 

17 

(57%) 

1 

(3%) 

1 

(3%) 

30 

Managing your finances (Q18d) 7 

(23%) 

14 

(47%) 

7 

(23%) 

2 

(7%) 

30 

Living away from home (Q18e) 17 

(57%) 

9 

(30%) 

3 

(10%) 

0 30 

Getting used to a new university 

campus/place of study (Q18f) 

20 

(67%) 

9 

(30%) 

0 0 30 

University life in general (Q18g) 15 

(50%) 

13 

(43%) 

1 

(3%) 

0 30 
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Table 5.17 – Data on Leadership Skills 

 

Table 5.18 – Data on Problem Solving Skills 

 

 

Table 5.19 – Data on Organisation Skills 

 

The question on leadership skills (Table 5.17 above) is interesting because it shows 

that student participants responded much less positively than their parents and 

teachers.  It might be explained by the low number of respondents (n=9) to this 

Question: To what extent has your child / your student / have you improved 

leadership skills as a result of the Pathway programme? 

Survey Response 

 A Great 

Deal 

Much Somewhat Little No. of 

Participants 

Parent (Q2f) 8 (36%) 10 (45%) 1 (5%) 2 (10%) 22 

Teacher (Q3f) 6 (26%) 7 (30%) 8 (35%) 2 (10%) 23 

Student (Q19f) 0 0 1 (11%) 4 (44%) 9 

 

Question: To what extent has your child / your student / have you improved problem 

solving skills as a result of the Pathway programme? 

Survey Response 

 A Great 

Deal 

Much Somewhat Little No. of 

Participants 

Parent (Q2g) 11 (50%) 9 (41%) 0 1 (5%) 22 

Teacher (Q3g) 5 (22%) 11 (48%) 4 (17%) 1 (4%) 23 

Student (Q19g) 3 (25%) 4 (33%) 4 (33%) 0 12 

 

Question: To what extent has your child / your student / have you improved 

organisation skills as a result of the Pathway programme? 

Survey Response 

 A Great 

Deal 

Much Somewhat Little No. of 

Participants 

Parent (Q2g) 9 (41%) 8 (36%) 3 (14%) 1 (5%) 22 

Teacher (Q3g) 7 (30%) 9 (39%) 4 (17%) 0 23 

Student (Q19g) 4 (31%) 2 (15%) 2 (15%) 3 (23%) 13 
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question, or incongruence between observation from parents/teachers and the self-

perception of POP students. 

 

Collectively, this data illustrates the positive contribution POP has made to 

participants’ skills development by advancing their experience of and knowledge 

about university life. 

 

 

Social Skills  

Learning has long been viewed as a social process which takes place when people 

are involved in social activities such as interaction and collaboration (Vygotsky, 1978).  

Social integration is an important aspect of university life and it is understood that 

successful integration decreases the prospect of student withdrawal (Wilcox et al., 

2005).  Consequently, the development of participants’ social skills was a priority of 

the POP.   

 

In the parent survey, 11 respondents identified social skills as the most valuable 

aspect of the POP programme for their child  

 
“meeting new people” (Parent 1),  

“making friends” (Parent 6),  

“working with others” (Parent 10),  

“socialising” (Parent 13). 

 

Many teachers echoed these sentiments, for example, stating that POP  

 
“helps students build relationships with other students” (Teacher 18).   

 

24 respondents to the student survey acknowledged the social aspect as being the 

most valuable, with comments such as  

 
“meeting new people” (Student 5),  

“furthering my ability to make friends” (Student 12),  

“I got to know people who wanted to study similar subjects to me and got to 
experience living with them” (Student 26).   
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Two questions in the student survey probed the social interaction element of the 

programme (see Tables 5.20 and 5.21 below). 

 

Table 5.20 – Data on Meeting New People 

 

 

Table 5.21 – Data on Teamwork Skills 

 

These tremendously positive responses affirm the positive impact the POP has had 

on the social skills of participants.  As one parent remarked:  

 

“Pathway has been fantastic for my son’s social skills” (Parent 15).  

  
A quote from an interviewee helps conclude this section:  

 
“University is a social experience. People say it’s a learning experience; 
they’re not wrong, but it’s a social experience. Obviously the subject specific 
aspect is good, it’ll enhance their knowledge, but it’s the social aspect that is 
the most beneficial to them.” (Interviewee 8) 
 

By developing social skills, participants are consequently improving their ability to 

communicate. 

 

 

Question: From being a Pathway participant, how prepared/ready do you feel you 

are for the following aspects of a university education? 

Student Survey Response 

 Very Quite Not 

Very 

Not at 

all 

No. of 

Participants 

Meeting new people (Q18a) 17  

(57%) 

11 

(37%) 

1 

(3%) 

1 

(3%) 

30 

 

Question: To what extent has your child / your student / have you improved 

teamwork skills as a result of the Pathway programme? 

Survey Response 

 A Great 

Deal 

Much Somewhat Little No. of 

Participants 

Parent (Q2a) 12 (55%) 7 (32%) 0 2 (9%) 22 

Teacher (Q3a) 5 (22%) 10 (43%) 6 (26%) 0 23 

Student (Q19a) 6 (35%) 5 (29%) 2 (12%) 2 (12%) 17 
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Communication Skills 

 

According to Morrow (2007:10), communication is crucial “for the development and 

acquisition of knowledge”.  Table 5.22 below shows responses to a question asked in 

each of the three surveys:  

 

Table 5.22 – Data on Communication Skills 

 

These results indicate that the communication skills of participants markedly 

improved.  One parent commented:  

 
“due to my son having Asperger’s, his communication and organisational skills 
are where he struggles, but the POP has helped a lot with this” (Parent 15). 
 

Another parent highlighted “communication” (Parent 21) as the most valuable aspect 

of the POP.  Again, the topic of communication skills was prominent in interviews with 

academic teaching staff.  One observed:  

 

“Pathway helped me with my communication skills, being able to provide 
information in a way that I wouldn’t usually. Usually whenever I’m talking it’s a 
lot of technical stuff and trying to find a way to put all that technical jargon into 
more, not simple terms, but more easy-to-understand terms. It’s a skill in itself. 
It’s an invaluable skill and it’s one that I really developed in that week.” 
(Interviewee 6) 
 

Notwithstanding this positive feedback on participants’ communication skills, most of 

the data focused on how communication could be improved.  In the parent survey, 

two respondents recommended  

 
“more communication with parents instead of just pupils” (Parent 8). 
   

Question: To what extent has your child / your student / have you improved 

communication skills as a result of the Pathway programme? 

Survey Response 

 A Great Deal Much Somewhat Little No. of 

Participants 

Parent (Q2e) 12 (55%) 6 (27%) 2 (9%) 1 (5%) 22 

Teacher (Q3e) 8 (35%) 8 (35%) 7 (30%) 0 23 

Student (Q19e) 6 (60%) 2 (20%) 2 (20%) 0 10 
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One parent endorsed  

 
“more interaction with parents” (Parent 13), 
 

while another suggested  

“having more open days and information for parents who are not aware of 
these opportunities” (Parent 19). 
 

In the teacher survey, advocates for greater communication expressed a desire to  

 
“keep us up to date with the progress of our students” (Teacher 3) and for 

“more communication with schools” (Teacher 12). 

 
Likewise, six respondents to the student survey recommended providing additional 

communication about the POP to potential applicants, for example:  

 
“more specific information about modules and content that will be covered in 
the chosen course” (Student 27).   
 

In reference to how the University could further help break down barriers to higher 

education, one student proposed  

 
“reaching out to schools more with opportunities for students to visit the 
University to inspire students that they can make it” (Student 9). 

 

From a staff perspective, several concerns were raised regarding communication 

within the University project team for POP.  Earlier involvement of guides and mentors 

was recommended:  

 
“we would have liked to have been involved from the very first event earlier in 
the year to introduce ourselves so the students know exactly who we are, what 
our roles are, what we do and what we don’t do, and who you should contact 
and so on” (Interviewee 4). 
 

Indeed, the role of academic mentor was questioned:  

 
“we weren’t sure as to what we were meant to do like to help them, like what 
we were meant to monitor” (Interviewee 7). 
 

Similarly, academic coordinators asserted: 

 
“we weren’t really that well informed about the activities that the students were 
doing outside of their Pathway subject” (Interviewee 8).  
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Moving forward, this constructive criticism is helpful for the development of the POP 

as a lesson learned about communication. 

 

 

Virtual Learning Environment  

The VLE was a significant part of the POP for teaching, learning and assessment, 

which are core to knowledge development.  The online component was deemed 

necessary for communication with and among participants who were geographically 

disparate.  As one interviewee noted:  

 
“the idea to use a VLE for a programme is a good thing because a lot of the 
students live in Strabane and Enniskillen and places like that, so there has to 
be some kind of virtual element just for communication purposes”  
(Interviewee 12). 

 

Table 5.23 below summarises student responses to questions about the VLE, 

demonstrating that student participants mostly endorsed the VLE as a useful tool in 

advancing participant knowledge. 

 

Table 5.23 – Data on the VLE 

 

When asked to record their experiences of using the VLE, student respondents 

answered positively:  

 
“I had easy access to knowledge” (Student 7) 
 
“it was amazing and gave me all the help, information, guidance and work I 
expected and required” (Student 13) 

Student Survey Response 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

No. of 

Participants 

Easy to use 

(Q10a) 

12 (40%) 15 (50%) 3 (10%) 0 30 

Helped me learn 

(Q10c) 

20 (67%) 5 (17%) 1 (3%) 1 (3%) 30 

Experienced little 

technical 

problems (Q10b) 

8 (27%) 16 (53%) 6 (20%) 0 30 
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“I found all resources very useful, easy to access, interactive and very 
educational” (Student 19) 

 
“I found the VLE a hugely beneficial tool throughout my time on Pathway” 
(Student 28) 

 

Four students mentioned the communicative value of conversing via a VLE, for 

example:  

“it allowed us to communicate effectively with everyone so no one was left out, 
and that we were all able to help each other when we encountered problems; 
it brought people closer” (Student 15). 
 
Others “liked the interactive features” (Student 21) and 
 
“expanded knowledge through learning from others” (Student 31).   

 

Staff were also affirmative in their support of the VLE:  

 
“it’s a lovely way of getting students into the programme and developing their 
skills” (Interviewee 2) 
 
“the VLE is excellent” (Interviewee 6) 
 
“it’s a way of keeping in touch” (Interviewee 7) 
 
“I think it really adds to the programme, without it we’d be lost”  
(Interviewee 10). 

 

However, as is often the case with technology, some student participants experienced 

problems in using the VLE.  Open text responses to question 10b proffered three 

areas of dissatisfaction with the VLE: complexity, navigation and technical difficulty.   

Eight respondents commented on the VLE’s complexity, describing it as  

 
“complicated” (Student 1) 

“cluttered” (Student 6) 

“awkward” (Student 8) 

“hard to access on a phone” (Student 14) 

“difficult to locate material I needed to access” (Student 18).    

 
Difficulties were also expressed about navigation:  

 
“the headings and links were not clear enough” (Student 15) 

“it was very hard to find your way around” (Student 26) 

“the chat was too fast to keep up” (Student 34).   
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Furthermore, 11 respondents mentioned technical problems as a source of 

consternation:  

 
“very slow” (Student 3) 

“broken links” (Student 8) 

“uploading video was difficult” (Student 19). 

 
Yet these comments were mostly caveated by appreciation for the technical support 

received, noting how 

 
“the forums for asking questions/discussions were very useful for help with 
any problems encountered” (Student 12).   

 

Not diminishing reported problems with the VLE, it is understandable that teething 

problems might be experienced in the first year of running a programme.  As 

underlined by one interviewee,  

 
“the VLE hasn’t been utilised fully, either by the staff or the students” 
(Interviewee 14). 
   

On a similar vein, several interviewees contended that  

 
“face-to-face contact is more important than virtual contact” (Interviewee 7) 
 
“it’s good to get face-to-face communication as it’s more of a personal touch” 
(Interviewee 11) 
  
“online can be quite impersonal” (Interviewee 12). 

 
These are valid and potent arguments for the delivery mode of POP, yet need not be 

considered as a question of either/or, but how a blend of online and face-to-face can 

effectively enrich the learning experience for subsequent POP participants.  As an 

interviewee from senior management noted:  

 
“I think that online will become a greater part of what happens, and with our 
new VLE which is being rolled out currently, what you can do online is much 
vaster than what you can do face-to-face” (Interviewee 13). 
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Knowledge Gained About the POP  

From an evaluative standpoint, information acquired from programme review is useful 

to its stakeholders.  As a compact scheme, knowledge gained about the POP is 

therefore helpful to inform the future development of the programme, to ascertain what 

worked well and what did not, with the overarching goal of widening participation in 

HE.  For this purpose, survey and questionnaire data focused on how the POP could 

be improved, along with suggestions for ways to remove barriers to accessing 

university.  

 

Parent respondents recommended  

 
“more in-university sessions” (Parent 16) and  

“further personal study and preparation advice” (Parent 20). 

   
Teacher participants largely agreed that the POP was pitched at the right level (see 

Table 5.24 below), with one comment encouraging “more on-site visits” (Teacher 5). 
 

Table 5.24 – Data on Programme Level 

 

Detailed responses on the schedule and composition of the POP came from student 

participants.  Four suggestions were made regarding the summer school: to have 

greater focus on employer engagement activities (n=1), to make it of a longer duration 

(n=3), to allocate more preparation time for assessment (n=4), and to improve the 

catering (n=2).  Responses to the blended delivery approach of POP were mixed, with 

some advocating more online contact (n=3) and others supporting further face-to-face 

sessions (n=4).  Likewise, there was a variety of views concerning the workload of the 

POP, with some considering it excessive:  

 
“need to consider the workload, especially whilst trying to study for ‘A’ Levels” 
(Student 22); 

Question: The Pathway programme has been pitched at the right level for my 

student(s) 

Survey Response 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

No. of 

Participants 

Teacher (Q2c) 7 (30%) 15 (65%) 0 0 23 
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and others feeling “there wasn't an overload of information or assignments to 
do at any one time” (Student 31). 
 

While all components of the POP are compulsory and must be passed, summative 

assessment on the final day of the summer residential is the part that informs the 

outcome for potential grade reduction.  Interviews with the University project team 

yielded thought-provoking insight into this area of assessment.   

 
“There were kids who on the Friday morning whenever they were completing 
the assessment, you could tell that they were almost near tears.  It was the 
stress that ‘this might be my only opportunity to get into university’” 
(Interviewee 7). 
 

The timing of assessment could therefore be considered for future cohorts of the POP.  

Similarly, the schedule for on-campus sessions could be reviewed, as proposed by 

one interviewee:  

 
“I think going forward it might be good to look at the days of the week that they 
come in, so they’re not missing the same classes in school” (Interviewee 3). 

 

Knowledge gained by the University project team included  

 
“teaching experience” (Interviewee 2) 

“helping me interact with academics on a personal level” (Interviewee 4) 

“the most fun thing I did throughout the year” (Interviewee 10).  

 
One interviewee from academic teaching staff commented: 

 

“It has helped me more with our new first years in terms of being more 
understanding of where they’re coming from.  It’s made me realise that there’s 
a lot of things we’re maybe expecting and there is a gap.  So, it’s made me 
think about forms of educational sessions that we need to devise for our first 
year students which would be very helpful to them.” (Interviewee 6).   

 

Three propositions were made from responses to the question: What other ways could 

the University help overcome barriers to higher education.  These included tutoring, 

financial incentives and partnerships.  A student respondent suggested  

 
“arranging tutoring on ‘A’ Level subjects for those who can't afford such help” 
(Student 24).   
 

This was also apparent from the interviews:  

“Alumni, the homework club concept in the Student’s Union, is certainly one 
that could lend itself to offer additional tuition” (Interviewee 11).   
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It was submitted that economic barriers for disadvantaged young people progressing 

to HE could be redressed by  

 
“offering scholarships” (Interviewee 13). 

 
Finally, improving networks between the University and schools was advocated 

through the utilisation of alumni:  

 
“We could easily have relationships with every secondary school in Northern 
Ireland.  We’ve got a huge graduate throughput” (Interviewee 14). 

 

 

Chapter Summary 

The capabilities approach aims for every individual to “attain the highest possible 

standard of knowledge” (The Equalities Review, 2007:127).  It has been argued that 

the demographic of university intake should reflect that of society (HEPI, 2017).  Given 

that it is incumbent on universities to do all they can to widen participation, then the 

suggestions above from parents, teachers, students and staff of the POP provide a 

stimulus to help achieve greater social diversity in, and access to, HE.  The next 

chapter discusses this in more detail, seeking to directly answer the research 

questions posed.  
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Chapter 6 – Discussion & Conclusions 

 

Introduction  

The capabilities approach was chosen as the conceptual framework for this study as 

it focuses on the potential and opportunity to achieve, on the ability to convert 

resources into achievements, rather than solely emphasising the achievement 

(functioning).  Since WP programmes seek to break down social and cultural factors 

that may hinder students from accessing HE, the capabilities approach was pertinent 

for understanding the development of individual freedom being provided by WP 

interventions and evaluating the conditions within which individuals can create 

opportunities to expand their capabilities.  On one level, Walker’s insistence that 

certain capabilities are more valuable than others was somewhat problematic in that 

it impacts upon the freedom of individual, which Sen regarded as paramount.  

However, Walker’s adaptation of Sen’s capabilities approach has been important 

because it was contextualised to the specific domain of young people aspiring to 

progress to HE and Walker’s five concepts have, mostly, been pertinent to aid in 

understanding the findings of this present study.  In Chapter 5, the thematic approach 

adopted for data analysis led to the presentation of results based around the 

capabilities approach.  This adds value to the consideration of the main research 

findings in answer to the research questions, which this chapter seeks to achieve by 

discussing issues emerging from the data in light of relevant literature.   

 

Having set out to evaluate the POP and the opportunities and challenges it generates, 

the following research questions were explored: 

 

RQ1a. What is the impact of the POP on students’ aspirations for University? 

RQ1b. What is the impact of the POP on students’ preparedness for 

University? 

RQ1c. What is the impact of the POP on students’ learning? 

 

RQ2a.  What are the most valuable aspects of the POP? 

RQ2b. How could the POP be improved? 

 

RQ3.  In what other ways could the University widen participation and help 

overcome barriers to higher education? 
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Implications for practice and policy are explored and the strengths and limitations of 

the study are contemplated.  Recommendations are presented, along with areas for 

further research.  The aim of this chapter is to discuss the project’s original 

contribution by synthesising research findings with the ideas developed in the 

preceding chapters of this dissertation.   

 

 

Revisiting the Research Questions  

Three strands were found in answer to the first research question regarding the impact 

that participation in the POP had on students’ aspirations, preparedness and learning 

for university. 

 

 

RQ1a – Impact on Students’ Aspirations for University  

The research data highlighted an increase in confidence and motivation from 

respondents.  What I observed from the data reverberates in the literature (Harrison, 

2018; Thompson, 2016); a potent factor in decision-making about whether to go to 

university is the ability to conceptualise future possible identities, situations or ways 

of being.  Congruently, teachers and parents in this study also reported that students 

were better informed to make a decision, and thereby more autonomous, which 

corresponds to the autonomy and hope concepts in Walker’s capabilities framework.  

However, my findings showed an issue from participants who withdrew from the POP, 

citing the realignment of aspirations for university with the reality of insufficient 

academic performance.  This resonates with the literature in Chapter 2, whereby 

socio-economic status magnifies the attainment gap (Reay, 2006).  As previously 

described in Chapter 1, ‘aspiration for HE’ has become ubiquitous in the WP milieu.  

Walker’s application of the capabilities approach to HE foregrounds aspiration within 

the domain of hope, as a positive future state that is sought (Harrison and Waller, 

2018).  The perception is that young people need to raise their aspirations to the goal 

of participation in HE (Grim and Moore-Vissing, 2019).  Indeed, if increased 

participation in HE is the desired outcome of aspiration, it also becomes its measure 

(Rainford, 2017).  “Failure to succeed is simply presented as failure to aspire, and 

consideration of the need to challenge societal conditions is precluded” (Bowers-

Brown et al., 2019:207).  There is growing evidence that there is not a ‘problem’ with 
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the aspirations of young people from WP backgrounds, but rather that some expect 

to achieve markedly lower outcomes than they desire (Harrison and Waller, 2018). 

The challenge for WP activity is how to translate aspiration to expectation of 

participation (Kilpatrick et al., 2019).  Attainment appears to be the answer, as robust 

quantitative analysis suggests that attainment is the key determinant of participation 

in HE (Crawford et al., 2017), but the literature is unclear that aspirational gains 

translate into improved attainment.  Notably, Gorard and See (2013:128) advocate 

that “there is insufficient evidence for a causal link to justify any intervention to raise 

aspirations in order to raise attainment”.  For this reason, aspiration-raising activities 

in WP are most effective when distinct from attainment-raising interventions (Harrison 

and Waller,  2018).  Since compact schemes operate post-GCSE and target the ‘most 

able’ students, the focus is inherently to raise aspirations.  As discussed later in this 

chapter, earlier intervention is likely required to balance the attainment of young 

people with the aspiration and expectation of progressing to HE. 

 

 

RQ1b – Impact on Students’ Preparedness for University  

A key theme that emerged from the data was providing an insight into the university 

experience.  In particular, the data indicated that the summer school component of 

the POP made the greatest impact on students’ preparedness.  This fulfils the 

objective of the residential, intending to represent a microcosm of what university is, 

by exposing students to the physical environment, academic teaching and 

assessment, and social, extracurricular activities.  The breadth and depth of data in 

this area reflects a strong impact of the POP on students’ preparedness for HE.  The 

effect of coming to HE with a background in the university experience could aid the 

process of the POP students transitioning to university.   Wilcoxson (2010) has 

indicated how participation in compact schemes allows students to familiarise 

themselves with many aspects of university life before they commence undergraduate 

studies.  Similarly, the data from this study fits with findings from McFarlane (2019a; 

2019b; 2016; see Chapter 2) that found pre-entry programmes to be effective in 

fostering academic self-efficacy, and thereby easing students’ transition into 

university.  Wilcoxson (2010) further reported that students developed a sense of 

belonging, which was determined to be a key factor in the probability of students 

continuing their study through to graduation (Kahu and Nelson, 2018). 
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Preparedness for university was also apparent from data that related to the 

development of students’ knowledge about university, which was reported as helping 

them fit in and feel part of the university environment.  Once again, the data indicated 

that the residential made the biggest difference in helping students to fit in and feel 

part of a group. Students felt more prepared to move away from home and meet new 

people, hence equipping and preparing them for university.  These findings support 

the personal identity aspect of the capabilities approach (Walker, 2008) as they relate 

to the sub-themes of confidence, fitting in and personal development. 

 

Participants also highlighted the impact of using the POP VLE on their preparedness 

for HE.  While there are technical differences between the VLE system used by the 

POP participants and the University (Moodle and Canvas platforms respectively), the 

use of a learning environment was core to the university experience (Stanton et al., 

2016), and thus helpful in equipping and preparing the POP participants for university.  

An interesting finding from the data attributed experience of the VLE with helping 

students feel part of the university environment by getting to know people in their 

individual the POPs.   

 

The importance of fitting in for WP students when they enrol in university was 

reiterated by the HEI project team.  Participants advocated continuing support for POP 

and WP students once they come to university.  Whilst recognising the merits of not 

treating WP students differently in terms of special dispensations - for example, in 

assessment - in common with other studies (Williams and Mellors-Bourne, 2019; 

Moore et al., 2013), the data highlighted that it would be a disservice to abandon these 

students upon entry to university.  One interviewee from the HEI project team 

advocated that the adequate availability of transitional and ongoing support is crucial 

to encourage students on their academic journey, sustain progression and increase 

retention.  These findings reverberate with Webb et al.’s (2008) contention discussed 

earlier in Chapter 2, that young people must feel comfortable that they will not only ‘fit 

in’ to the HE environment, but succeed and belong.  Equality of opportunity 

necessitates that all university students should have equal access to university 

support services.  Students will obviously avail of this support to varying degrees, but 

it is important that it is equally accessible to all university students in helping them to 

navigate university life.   
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Thus, the data demonstrated that the POP advanced students’ preparedness for 

university, aiding to some extent their transition to HE. 

 

 

RQ1c – Impact on Student Learning  

The findings from the study suggest that the POP had a largely positive impact on 

students’ learning.  Participants reported an increase in motivation, engagement, and 

responsibility, with manifold comments about feeling enabled and supported in their 

learning journey.  The influence of the POP on student learning primarily related to 

three aspects of the capabilities model: agency, autonomy and knowledge.  The data 

showed an affirmative influence on participants’ personal and professional skills, 

specifically social and communication skills.  This echoes the literature (Rizzica, 2020; 

McFarlane, 2019a) which suggested that the greatest impact of compact schemes is 

on the non-cognitive skills of young people, particularly self-confidence, independent 

learning, and motivation.  This finding concurs with my data since students indicated 

a benefit in learning such non-cognitive skills, such as developing confidence and 

motivation, and increasing personal responsibility for learning. 

 

Notably, developing skills for university was found to be reassuring for students.  The 

students in my study expressed appreciation for the recognition and 

acknowledgement that they were not intellectually inferior and that the POP was an 

achievement route.  Such encouragement showed to be reassuring and helped 

participants to boost their self-confidence, which is a common trait of compact 

schemes (Ravulo et al., 2020; see Chapter 2 for discussion).  My findings show there 

was a noticeable increase in students’ self-esteem, from pre- to post- the POP, and 

that this applied to both the social and academic domains.  Students’ teamwork skills 

were reported as having improved, along with increased confidence in moving away 

from home, and how prepared they were for meeting new people.  Making friends, 

working with others, socialising, meeting new people, and building relationships, were 

all recorded as helping participants to become more socially confident, and thus 

student respondents emphasised the social element of the POP as being most 

memorable.  Furthermore, it is apparent from the data how the online component of 

the POP (the VLE) was reported to have helped learning due to its ease to use, 

usefulness, interactivity, and educational value.  Students and the HEI project team 

reported that the VLE enabled better communication as a way of keeping in touch, 
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bringing people closer by developing friendships before attending the summer 

residential.   

 

With regards to the impact of the POP on students’ affective learning (interests, 

attitudes and motivations), participants’ confidence in their academic ability improved 

significantly.  This aligns to the literature discussed earlier in Chapter 2, that WP pre-

entry programmes help develop confidence (Rissman et al., 2013).  However, as 

highlighted in Chapter 5, an interesting finding was that students reported lower 

confidence for getting into the specific University compared to HE generally.  This was 

also conveyed by responses to how well students felt they would fit in to the 

University, compared to other HEIs.  Determining the reasons for students stating 

lower confidence for getting in and fitting in to the University, leads to consideration 

of the current and future reputation and perception of the University.  The University 

was highly revered by respondents for its high entry requirements, and some 

participants alluded to the highbrow, hallowed atmosphere on-campus as potentially 

limiting accessibility for some young people from WP backgrounds.   

 

 

RQ2a - What are the most Valuable Aspects of the POP?  

The thematic analysis of data, presented in Chapter 5, illustrates several ways in 

which the POP compact scheme was beneficial. 

 

 

University Experience  

The main finding about what participants found most valuable regarding the POP was 

the insight it provided into the university experience, particularly through the summer 

school residential.  The marked increase in knowledge about university is indicative 

of the immersive and authentic experience that a residential can bring.  All student 

respondents highlighted the perceived benefit of becoming familiar with campus, 

experiencing university life, and advancing their subject and academic skills.  Several 

students and parents reported it would aid transition to university, which transcends 

the preparedness aspect of my first research question.  The data shows that students 

felt more prepared for HE because of the experience of independent study, university 

assignments, living away from home, getting used to campus, improving 
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organisational and problem-solving skills.  This reflects the communicative value of 

the POP, a further characteristic of the POP that participants considered valuable. 

 

 

Communication, Motivation, and Incentives  

The increased communication was reported be a benefit to the HEI project team in 

terms of helping academic teaching staff to understand first year students better and 

therefore communicate more effectively.  Communication was also recognised as 

beneficial for the teaching associates involved (demonstrators/PhD assistants) as 

they gained useful teaching experience.   

 

With regards to motivation, a main finding was that the motivation of participants 

towards their studies had improved.  This supports other research discussed earlier 

(Barkat, 2019; see Chapter 2) that reported compact schemes to increase the 

motivation of participants.  The POP was found to be engaging, enabling students to 

be more focused and determined.  Such efforts to increase motivation, choice and 

opportunity, aligns to agency capability (Hart, 2019), which is principally concerned 

with the freedom to choose and to achieve; the development of agency seeking to 

nurture the functioning of young people who aspire for a higher education.  What came 

across very strongly in the data was that student motivation was most affected by the 

incentives from completion of the programme, which represent another valuable 

aspect of the POP.   

 

Respondents identified the grade reduction and financial inducements as the core 

incentives of the programme.  The grade reduction was viewed as highly attractive, 

and of help to students to feel less nervous about sitting their final ‘A’ Level exams.  

This finding also revealed that not all students could afford to pay for tutors for their 

‘A’ Level studies, and therefore the grade reduction on offer through the POP was 

greatly appreciated.  These findings suggests that the grade reduction was valuable 

because it made HE more accessible and getting to university achievable, which was 

also reported in a recent study on the impact of Realising Opportunities, a compact 

scheme involving a collaboration of universities in England (William and Mellors-

Bourne, 2019).  
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RQ2b - How could the POP be improved?  

The data suggests a range of ways in which the POP could be improved, which also 

inform some of the recommendations at the end of this chapter. 

 

Structural Aspects of the POP  

Most of the data relevant to answering this research question concerned 

organisational facets of the POP. 

 

Student responses indicated their preference for more face-to-face contact through 

on-campus, in-university sessions.  Having contact days closer together was 

suggested, and for these to be scheduled on different days of the week so students 

do not miss the same classes in school.  There was a suggestion for the residential 

not to occur over the summer holiday period but in June after ‘AS’ Level assessments 

have finished. Regarding the itinerary of the summer school, proposed improvements 

were for it not to be as busy, but to provide more social opportunities, personal study 

time and rest time.  Several respondents highlighted that the catering was repetitive 

and proposed it could be improved by providing a greater variety of options for lunches 

and in their student accommodation.  There was also a suggestion that the POP could 

be improved by having more employer engagement sessions during the summer 

school to expose more vocational and job opportunities and facilitate the application 

of learning.  As explored in Chapter 2, several research studies have evidenced 

increased access, retention, and engagement when employer engagement is 

routinely utilised within compact scheme programmes (Reay, 2013; Thomas, 2011; 

Schuller et al., 1997). 

 

The breadth and depth of data on improving the operational features of the POP 

related mostly to reviewing assessment during the summer school.  Due to the anxiety 

and stress experienced, several students advocated continuous assessment to be 

used instead of a single, summative task on the final morning of the residential.  

Despite completion of all VLE tasks for the POP being compulsory, VLE work does 

not contribute to assessment or a student’s final mark.  Given that respondents also 

stressed the hectic and tiring itinerary of the summer school, the scheduling of 

assessment warrants future consideration by the HEI project team.  As Butcher et al. 

(2017:17) have argued, Universities should: 
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utilise more inclusive language in assessment tasks and associated guidance 
to support and scaffold acculturation into HE discourses. WP students would 
then better understand the ‘rules of the game’, through modification of some 
discipline-specific vocabulary (decoding process words) and currently 
confusing references to learning outcomes. At present, if students are left to 
surmise what is required of them, they are less likely to prosper. 

 

 

VLE 

As previously discussed in Chapter 5, the POP is distinctive as a compact scheme in 

its use of a VLE.  The rationale for this blended learning approach was to enhance 

accessibility, communication, students' autonomy, and digital competences (Mena, 

2019).  While participants identified with many of these benefits, both student and 

staff respondents indicated that the VLE could be further developed.  Academic staff 

advocated changing the VLE platform used for the POP (Moodle) to the same one 

used throughout the University (Canvas).  This would have the benefit of existing 

familiarity and could encourage teaching staff to invest more time and resources into 

the learning experience for the POP students.  Students suggested improvements to 

the VLE in relation of its complexity, navigation, and technical problems.  Operational 

issues in the use of educational technology can negatively impact upon the user 

experience (Johnston et al., 2018).  Accordingly, student respondents proposed 

several areas of development for the VLE, in particular, improved access on a 

smartphone and physical layout of the user interface.  They also suggested for online 

feedback to be more prompt and timely, when it is relevant and can be acted upon to 

inform future learning.  This resonates with the work of Chang (2019) on students’ 

views of feedback on electronic assignments, which found that timeliness was highly 

valued.  Implementing such measures could enhance the online learning experience 

for the POP participants, thereby encouraging high levels of student engagement 

(Holmes and Reid, 2017) and enriching the capability of agency motivation. 

 

 

Choice  

The data showed many ideas regarding the incentives that the POP offers.  A 

common proposition from all four groups of respondents was for there to be a greater 

choice of courses offered.  As a pilot programme for WP, the POP offered three niche 

subjects.   
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Complementing the greater choice of courses was the recommendation to offer more 

places on the POP.  Currently capped at 20 places per subject the POP, as explained 

previously in Chapter 1, the numbers of student places in university courses in NI are 

strictly limited by the Department of the Economy’s Maximum Student Numbers 

[MaSN] policy (Murphy, 2016). 

 

Relatedly, one theme that emerged from the student respondent data was the need 

for greater communication, so students were better informed about the courses, 

modules, and potential careers for subjects on the POP.  This stemmed from two 

respondents who indicated they were not applying to the University after completing 

the programme because of a misunderstanding about which the POPs could be 

applied for.   

 

 

Improved Communication  

Research questions 2a and 2b are not mutually exclusive questions in that some of 

the ways the POP can be improved are also what was good about the programme 

and enhanced students’ performance, which helps to explain the positive responses 

to their experience.  Yet, communication was a common theme for how the POP could 

be improved, from greater interaction with parents, teachers, schools, and students, 

about the opportunities available and what specific university degrees entail, to 

keeping parents and teachers informed about the progress of their child/student.  

Interview data revealed that more communication with and between staff was 

advocated, to demarcate the roles of guides and mentors and to keep academic 

coordinators informed about all aspects of the programme, not solely the academic.  

The suggestion for academic staff to be debriefed after the residential would help 

construct lessons learnt and inform the future development of the POP. 

 

 

Incentives  

Another incentive of the POP that participants indicated could be improved was 

applying the grade reduction to a broader range of courses.  Currently, a student is 

not permitted to use any grade reduction for a course outside their POP subject.  

Consequently, if a student changes their mind about what they wished to study at the 



151 
 

University, the grade reduction cannot be applied.  Changing this could potentially 

ensure that more POP students progress to HE.  Regarding improvement to the 

financial incentives of the POP, the data elucidated suggestions to increase the 

bursary, to offer it for more years than only level one, and to have scholarships or an 

apprenticeship model sponsored by industry.  The suggestion coming from the HEI 

project team of free accommodation, reduced fees, or a fee waiver for the POP 

students is credible, however an interviewee from senior management in the 

University indicated that resourcing this would require commitment and innovation 

from the University in terms of sourcing and ring-fencing appropriate funding.  This 

resonates with studies which reported financial aid as the most important factor for 

WP in HE (Rissman et al., 2013; see Chapter 2).  

Furthermore, one interesting proposal that I did not anticipate was for POP students 

to be offered paid work as ambassadors in WP once they come to the University, as 

WP alumni and role models for WP students. 

 

 

Suggestions from Academic Staff  

Several interviewees from academic teaching staff felt that the POP could be 

improved by releasing them from having responsibility for logistical components of the 

programme, such as recruiting student helpers. As just over one third of students 

dropped out of the POP, academic staff stressed that improving the POP attrition rates 

would help increase staff morale and motivation. 

 

Academic teaching staff also suggested that it would be encouraging to have their 

time spent on the POP officially and formally recognised through the University’s work 

allocation model [WAM].  WAMs are frameworks for the allocation and distribution of 

academic workloads, encompassing formal scheduled teaching, academic-related 

duties, and research/scholarly activity.  The purpose is to determine how staff 

contributions are monitored, allocated and recognised (Zukas and Malcolm, 2019).  In 

theory, recording all activities through the WAM may be helpful in showing that 

workloads are unreasonable, however the problem is that the vast array of activities 

that academics do are often not all included in the WAM (ditto).  This may lead to 

increased workload, yet without recognition.  Academic coordination of a subject in 

the POP is a prime example, as reported in Chapter 5.  The comments from academic 

teaching staff about time spent on the POP not being recorded in the WAM, 
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highlighted the demotivating and disempowering effect.  The capabilities approach 

provided a lens through which the resultant loss of individual agency and autonomy 

could be observed and redressed, by considering the impact on personal motivation, 

morale, and empowerment. 

 

A further suggestion from the HEI project team was that regular and robust evaluation 

would help improve the POP.  This corresponds to the literature discussed in Chapter 

2 that advocated a need for evaluation data to measure impact (OfS, 2018).  My 

research study has been predicated on the merits of evaluating WP activities with a 

view to identify good practice, report on impact, and ensure that resources can be 

effectively used for maximum benefit.  It is evident that the University did not build an 

evaluation plan into the POP during its pilot year, and this is returned to later in this 

chapter when considering recommendations. 

 

 

RQ3: In what other ways could the University widen participation and help 

overcome barriers to higher education?  

From the data that emerged, four main themes were apparent: earlier intervention, 

tutoring, financial incentives, and partnerships. 

 

 

Earlier Intervention  

Students apply to join the POP post-GCSE.  While targeting the ‘most able’ WP 

students, there is some ambiguity over whether the POP participants are the ‘least 

likely’ to progress to HE.  This is because academic attainment at GCSE level is the 

strongest predictor of going to university (Which? University, 2019) and therefore, 

students eligible for the POP are arguably already on track for HE.  Accordingly, 

intervention at GCSE level or younger was suggested to raise aspiration for university 

and encourage young people on a path to HE.  The majority of WP outreach 

programmes target 16-18 year olds (The Sutton Trust, 2008), however there is 

emerging evidence in early and sustained outreach work showing promising results.   

From the literature, the rationale for earlier intervention is that high-achieving children 

from the most deprived families fall behind lower-achieving children from the least 
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deprived families by Key Stage 4 (Crawford, 2014).  University could therefore 

become not only an aspiration but an expectation. 

 

 

Tutoring  

Several student respondents proposed offering tutoring for ‘A’ Level and BTEC 

subjects in order to raise their attainment.  The suggestion from the HEI project team 

to use University alumni for tutoring may therefore be achievable and help maintain a 

pipeline of human resource.  However, online tutoring is prevalent, and studies 

(Chapelle, 2017; Stone et al., 2016; Mannay and Wilcock, 2015) have shown the 

positive impact on tutees.  Furthermore, technological solutions are available to 

ensure child protection protocol is adhered to, such as the screen recording of all 

online interaction.   

 

 

Partnerships  

A common suggestion for other ways the University could widen participation was to 

establish networks between the HEI and schools.  Such networks could work with 

schools to break down negative assumptions about university and tackle adaptive 

preferences (Walker, 2008) which are adjusted to the cultural environment in non-

grammar schools.  University alumni could be utilised as role models for these 

students. 

 

One radical suggestion to help overcome barriers to HE was affirmative action, 

specifically to give places to nominated students from schools which have a history of 

no one attending university.  Affirmative action demonstrates that drastic measures 

can have a noticeable outcome in a brief period of time (OfS, 2019).  Therefore, 

universities can recruit a diverse and balanced student cohort which reflects wider 

society.  As discussed earlier in this dissertation, affirmative action is a controversial 

measure in WP, prone to challenge and litigation.  Aligned to this is the proposal for 

unconditional offers, which one student respondent mooted as a way of widening 

participation in HE.  This contemporary admissions process has been on the increase 

in recent years, but HEIs have a responsibility to not set students up to fail, especially 

if their attainment is below the entry grades usually required.  Over the next decade, 



154 
 

longitudinal studies may shed light on the impact of unconditional offers, however an 

alternative approach highlighted by several interviewees is for the University to use 

contextual admissions. 

 

Contextual admissions have been used in UK HEIs for the past ten years.  Contextual 

data can be used as part of a holistic decision-making process when considering 

applications to HE from an increasingly diverse application pool.  At its simplest, 

contextual data is a method of recognising the personal circumstances of an individual 

applicant.  It includes consideration of additional personal details such as SES 

grouping, applicant postcode linked to low participation areas, receipt of other support 

measures such as Educational Maintenance Allowance, disrupted schooling, the 

overall performance of the school attended at GCSE and a range of other hard and 

soft data. 

 

Studies such as Bastedo et al. (2018) have shown that this holistic approach is more 

likely to see the admittance of applicants from under-represented socio-economic 

groups.  It is germane to consider possible solutions to students not progressing to 

HE from WP programmes.  If grades were below entry requirements, even when 

accounting for a two-grade reduction, universities could consider developing more 

varied and flexible routes into HE, by offering, for example, lower entry for a 

foundation year, or to spread the first year of a degree over two years.   

In 2012, the DELNI published their vision for WP in HE and referenced their aim for 

NI HEIs to use contextual data for university admissions by 2020.  That landmark has 

now passed without the formal implementation of contextual admissions; however, 

the NI government strategy has still not been updated since 2012, and therefore 

remains an achievable objective for the region’s HEIs. 

 

 

Applicability of the Capabilities Approach  

Walker’s first capability of agency underlined how a lack of resources, knowledge, 

motivation, and confidence, creates unrealised potential.  Accordingly, Walker’s 

concept of agency capability was helpful to this research in explaining how the power 

to act and make decisions positively influenced the personal motivation of 

participants, being crucial to their achievement.  For Walker, a core component of 

agency capability was agency choice, the ability to determine and reflect upon goals 
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and objectives as reasons for action.  This was beneficial because it aided in 

illuminating a strong resonance from the data about the importance of personal and 

structural choices in WP programmes.  Moreover, the findings from this research 

could be applied beyond the POP to help shape the design, focus and scope of future 

WP activities.  

 

Furthermore, Walker’s theme of agency freedom was useful in highlighting the value 

of opportunity in outreach activities, with the results suggesting this is achieved by 

timely intervention, greater interaction with stakeholders, and more focused contact 

for the recruitment of WP activities.  Since agency is principally concerned with the 

freedom to choose and to achieve, efforts to increase motivation, choice, and 

opportunity for future POP participants should be encouraged.  This ultimately strives 

to cultivate the functioning of young people who aspire for a higher education. 

 

Walker’s second capability of autonomy offered a lens through which to understand 

the cultural context which shaped participants’ decision-making skills, through 

recognition of a young person’s entitlement to make choices which are not inhibited 

by influences or preferences that are distorted by surroundings.  The autonomy 

capability was also advantageous in elucidating the impact of the POP on students’ 

personal responsibility, empowerment, and independence, thereby advancing their 

preparedness for university.  Despite Walker advocating the application of her 

capabilities approach only to the young people aspiring to progress to HE, a thematic 

analysis of the results found that her autonomy capability was also relevant to the HEI 

project team.  Specifically, the data highlighted the University’s responsibility to the 

POP participants, the staff involved, and wider society.  Thus, Walker’s capabilities 

approach may be extended beyond its intended focus on young people, to other 

stakeholders in WP programmes in HE contexts. 

 

Walker’s third capability of hope foregrounded the capacity of a compact scheme to 

raise the aspirations, expectations, and ambitions of young people from WP 

backgrounds; to see the future in view of their current situation and structural 

limitations.  This was valuable because it enabled my data to be interpreted from the 

perspective of feasibility, risk, and priority, resulting from either the individual or their 

family.  My findings revealed the influence that academic and financial incentives had 

on participants.  The importance of accessibility and inclusion prior to, during, and 
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post the POP, emerged from thematic analysis, advocating earlier intervention and 

more opportunities for young people to engage with the possibility of a higher 

education.  Walker’s concerted focus on inclusion within the hope capability helped 

me to recognise how this could redress barriers to HE and advance the affective 

elements of student learning. 

A secondary element to Walker’s capability of hope was ‘voice’ - the extent to which 

a person can express their wishes, expectations and concerns.  While this concept 

did not resonate with my data, I would argue that it might be more beneficial to modify 

Walker’s capabilities approach so that it considers voice separately from hope, as a 

distinctive concept.  I argue this from my own developing understanding of the 

capabilities approach through this study and in relation to HE more generally; as with 

more recent trends in staff-student partnership arrangements within HE, there is much 

potential relevance of including ‘voice’ separately in the HE context.  Cook-Sather 

(2020:885) aptly reminds us about enhancing student voice through partnership 

programmes to bring the voices of staff and students into dialogue to co-create 

teaching and learning. 

 

Co-creation supports those students in developing voice by positioning them 
as pedagogical partners to staff and inviting them into dialogue with their staff 
partners; affirming that they can carry those voices into courses in which they 
are enrolled; and emboldening them to participate in ongoing conversations 
about the experiences of underrepresented and underserved students. 
 
 

As a result, there is merit in adopting voice as a distinctive concept within Walker’s 

application of the capabilities approach to HE.  Doing so would advance research into 

the experiences and views of students and help inform the future development of WP 

pre-entry programmes.   

 

Walker’s fourth capability of identity concentrated on value formation and self-image.  

This was constructive in understanding the extent to which respondents could reflect 

upon and change their own values.  From my own research, findings suggested that 

improved self-confidence and greater preparedness for HE, demonstrated by 

personal development in responsibility, encouragement, and reassurance; enhanced 

participants’ propensity to ‘fit in’.   This is in line with the work of Ravulo et al (2020, 

see Chapter 2) and Walker’s comprehension of identity formation in the capabilities 

approach (see Chapter 3).  The identity capability also enabled consideration of the 

extent to which participation in HE was, or could be, a benefit to participants, and this 
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was useful on two levels.  Firstly, to help understand why some participants chose not 

to complete the POP, through ambivalence; and secondly, to recognise the impact of 

the POP on participants’ self-perception. 

Walker’s fifth and final capability of knowledge was valuable in clarifying the bearing 

that the POP had on participants’ insight into the university experience, their social 

and communication skills, and virtual learning experiences.  Interpretation of this data 

led to an appreciation of how knowledge is vital to educational advancement and can 

be viewed as a source of economic and social progress (Hannon et al., 2017; Robyn, 

2002).  Furthermore, from an evaluative standpoint, the knowledge capability was 

helpful in providing an understanding about how the POP could be improved. 

 

While capabilities are distinct for every individual, the capabilities approach goes 

beyond personal characteristics, to contextual aspects, which include resources and 

conversion factors (Lozano et al., 2012).  As explained in Chapter 3, it is these 

conversion factors that make the capabilities approach most applicable and relevant 

to the WP domain in HE.  Since personal, social and environmental characteristics 

determine the transformation of capabilities into functionings, the success of WP 

activity is largely dependent on the extent to which conversion factors limit or 

discourage capabilities becoming functionings.  Lozano et al. (2012:141) made clear 

that “having human capability and carrying out a functioning involves having the 

resources, being able to mobilise them, and deciding to do so, because they are life-

enhancing and enabled by environmental factors.”  Nambiar (2013) described how 

the problem can be exacerbated by disadvantaged young people becoming 

accustomed to a set of habits and routines that perpetuate their existing state of 

capabilities.  Individuals then adapt to the conversion factors that they are used to, 

and do not attempt to overcome their constraints (Share and Carroll, 2013, see 

Chapter 2). 

 

However, as discussed earlier in Chapter 3, Walker’s capabilities approach presents 

several limitations that are applicable to this research study.  Firstly, it is problematic 

to determine a prescriptive list of capabilities, whether they are of equal value, and if 

achievements should be measured with respect to each listed capability (Pogge, 

2010).  A second limitation of the capabilities approach is that it is not generalisable 

because all HE contexts are not homogenous.  Given the POP study is set within 

Northern Ireland, the data is not applicable in other contexts.  Nevertheless, Walker’s 
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framework does allow for the nuanced aspects of HE to be focused upon rather the 

general capabilities framework per se.  Her capabilities approach as aligned to the 

HE context was most useful for this research study, as it provided a framework 

through which the process, purpose, and impact of a WP programme in an HE context 

could be evaluated.  A focus on conversion factors was particularly beneficial in 

moving beyond an individual’s capabilities, to consideration of the social and cultural 

factors that might have enabled or hindered them from achieving the functioning of 

those capabilities.  Ultimately, it is the relationship between available resources and 

the ability of an individual to convert these into valued capabilities, to then make 

informed choices, that will ensure a more just and equitable HE system.  Adopting a 

capabilities approach to WP in HE may enhance the understanding of how to 

accomplish this goal. 

 

 

Recommendations for Policy and Practice  

From the outset, I recognise that this was a small-scale study, which is not 

representative.  Recommendations have emerged from the data and are framed here 

as suggested future developments and issues which merit further exploration.  This 

is split into two sections, the first of which has elucidated recommendations 

specifically for further development of the POP. These may also be pertinent to 

practitioners involved in the design and implementation of compact schemes 

throughout the UK.  Recommendations in the second section are relevant to WP 

practitioners, HE managers, those who support WP, and those who contribute to HE 

education policy. 

 

There is a need for a greater choice of courses and more places to be made available 

on the POP.  At the time of writing, the POP has entered its fourth cohort, having 

grown from three subjects and 60 places, to eight the POPs (+25 subjects) and 250 

places.  This progressive approach is to be welcomed and commended, but there is 

room for further expansion to all subjects in the University, to uphold equality of 

opportunity.  As referenced earlier in Chapter 1, in order to agree to any increase of 

the allocation of places for the POP students, senior management in the University 

would have to lobby government to remove the Maximum Student Numbers [MaSN] 

restraint operating in NI, or else face punitive fines through reduced grants.  Doing so 

would help address the oversubscription of applications to the highly competitive 



159 
 

process of obtaining a place on the POP.  It would also help mitigate the withdrawal 

of students, thereby advancing the agency and hope concepts of the capabilities 

approach through greater accessibility and opportunity. 

 

The feasibility of financial incentives should be explored, such as: increasing the 

bursary; extending the bursary beyond receipt only in level one; offering some 

contribution towards accommodation; and providing reduced fees, or a fee waiver.  

Resourcing this expenditure through philanthropy and sponsorship from industry 

might be a way to financially support such initiatives. 

 

In addition, the creation of a communication strategy is recommended, including: 

regular communication to potential applicants regarding courses, modules and 

careers for the POP subjects; interaction with parents, teachers and schools about 

the opportunities available and keeping them informed about a student’s progress; 

and debriefing arrangements with academic teaching staff post-residential, to 

construct lessons learnt and inform the future development of the POP. 

 

On a practical level, more face-to-face contact during the programme would improve 

student engagement, along with contact days being closer together and on different 

days of the week so students do not miss the same days in school.  With regards to 

the summer residential, the itinerary should be reviewed with opportunities provided 

for personal study time and rest.  I also recommend that the VLE platform for the POP 

(Moodle) is moved to the same one used throughout the University (Canvas).  The 

existing familiarity would lead to efficiencies in using of an online learning platform, 

which would serve to enhance the student experience.   

 

Given the comments and mixed views from participants regarding the workload 

balance of the POP, I would suggest that the POP is internally validated for the 

purpose of quality assurance and to standardise of workloads and assessments.  It 

would also be constructive to conduct a quality review on content across the POP 

subjects, with a view to benchmarking the amount and difficulty of work involved.  

Relatedly, a feasibility study on the nature and form of assessment, specifically, the 

use of continuous assessment, weighting of VLE tasks, and timeliness of feedback 

would be judicious, as this could ease the burden on students of having the high 

stakes summative assessment (Holmes and Reid, 2017) on the final day of the 
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residential.  Since the affordability of tutors was cited as a financial impediment to WP 

students and their families, it might be productive to explore the benefits of tutoring 

for ‘A’ Level and BTEC subjects, particularly the viability of online provision and of 

delivery by alumni.  This would to some way to redress the concerns expressed by 

participants about confidence in their academic ability, thereby advancing the 

capabilities of hope, identity, and knowledge. 

 

Further recommendations are relevant to WP practitioners, HE managers, those who 

support WP, and those who contribute to HE education policy. 

 

Firstly, an evaluation plan should be built into all outreach activities which is 

systematic and robust, as evidence that best and next practice can be recognised and 

shared, resources are used for maximum benefit, and that the impact of WP efforts 

can be substantiated.  This study has shown how the capabilities approach is an 

effective framework on which to base the evaluation of WP in HE, and thus its 

application to evaluation plans is commended. 

 

Secondly, the time that academic teaching staff spend on WP activities should be 

formally recognised through the appropriate work allocation mechanisms.  This official 

recognition of time and resource is necessary in order for HE to demonstrate their 

commitment to, and prioritisation of, WP in HE. 

 

Thirdly, there is a need for transitional and ongoing support to be available for all 

students, and to be adequately resourced.  I therefore encourage HEIs to take a 

holistic approach to WP, from pre-entry aspiration and attainment-raising outreach 

activities targeted at Key Stages 3 and 4 respectively, to student support, both during 

and beyond university.   

 

Finally, contextual admissions and alterative entry provisions should be explored, 

such as lower entry grades for a foundation year, or spreading the first year of a 

degree over two years. 
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Further Research  

From this study, there is a need for more research on WP in HE which would be 

insightful and highly desirable.  Beyond my data and setting, international research 

initiatives on university and post-primary school partnerships could appraise 

attainment-raising activities.  Similarly, conducting research on assessment in WP 

schemes would provide an insight into participant outcomes and case studies on WP 

programmes, and could align data from various stakeholders such as parents, 

teachers and students.  

 

At a regional level within NI, a new area of research that is needed but not currently 

being done is on the student lifecycle of young people from WP background.  There 

could be studies undertaken to evaluate the impact of transitional support for WP 

students.  This could be expanded to explore the attainment of graduates from WP 

programmes, compared to traditional students in undergraduate degree programmes.  

Furthermore, how best to extend WP to postgraduate study could also be researched. 

 

A prominent theme in my data was the perceived benefits of engaging in additional 

research on the best financial and academic incentives for WP students to study at 

university.  Likewise, an emerging theme from the literature on WP in HE is the use 

of contextual admissions.  Therefore, more research studies on this novel approach 

would be valuable.   

Lastly, the effect of online learning in WP programmes would be interesting to look at, 

as would studies on the impact on online tutoring. 

 

 

Strengths and Limitations  

The main strength of this study is that it contributes to a paucity of research that has 

adopted a capabilities approach to WP in HE, specifically within an NI context.  

Choosing the capabilities approach for my theoretical framework helped generate a 

robust and well-articulated context within which clear research questions, research 

methodology and interpretations of data could emerge, with an aligned thematic 

analysis with themes and sub-themes that I would argue did justice to the data 

(summarised in Table 5.25 on page 136). 
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A further strength of my study is that the mixed methods research approach that I 

adopted, using quantitative survey data for students, parents and teachers, and 

qualitative interview data with the HEI project team, brought complementarity 

generating insights through the triangulation of data and themes.  My research 

questions were an anchor point for framing the study so that my methodology went 

beyond programme evaluation to explore participants’ views and experiences which 

informed their thinking and actions.  Thus, a strength of my research was to go on 

and use these findings to recommend modification. 

 

There are a number of limitations of my research related to the research arena and 

my chosen research approach.  Several aspects of the study were not as successful 

as anticipated.  These include the number of respondents, technical problems with 

the survey, and retrospection at not being able to track and link potential participant 

data by the relevant parent, teacher, and student.  Firstly, whilst more than half of the 

student population completed my survey, approximately one third of parents and 

teachers responded.  A greater volume of participants would have helped bolster the 

amount of data collected and therefore present a deeper insight into the research 

questions posed.  Secondly, several student respondents reported technical problems 

in completing the online questionnaire, with the regrettable result that no data was 

recorded for question 18.  Thirdly, resulting from a review of my research progress, I 

was prompted about connecting the data recorded from students and their 

corresponding teachers and parents.  Upon reflection, this would have enriched the 

robustness of data analysis and developed the concepts that emerged through 

triangulation. 

 

With regards to methodological limitations in this study, the trustworthiness of a 

research study is central to evaluating its worth (Guba and Lincoln, 2004), as 

considered previously in Chapter 4.  While my research study demonstrates credibility 

and confidence in its findings through the triangulation of my mixed methods 

approach, there were limitations of the research with regards to transferability and 

dependability.  I recognise that my data is not applicable in other contexts, is not 

replicable, or generalisable, however my study has developed perspectives which 

give authenticity and accuracy to provoke further thinking and reflection about WP in 

HE, especially in my own institution and in NI.  I recognise the bias that my insider 

experience, through my professional role, created, with times creating an inability to 
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step back and view practice critically.  However, I worked hard to mitigate against this 

bias through reflexivity and transparency, thereby providing a degree of confirmability 

in the study and therefore, trustworthiness.  The careful ethical approach adopted 

through all phases of the research, as well as constructive dialogue with my 

supervisor and other colleagues, contributed to minimising bias, and the critically 

reflexive approach adopted to the reading and interpretation of data was aided by the 

challenges and questions from my supervisor.  

 

A further limitation of my research relates to the question of how much data is 

‘enough’.  The number of survey respondents was relatively small, however internal 

validity of the small sample was broadly representative of the four populations: the 

the POP cohort, their parents, their teachers, and the HEI project team.  14 interviews 

were conducted, amounting to +50000 words of transcript, which met Kvale’s criteria 

(1996) by having a clear explanation of the research process and consistency in 

participant questioning during interviews.  While acknowledging that a greater breadth 

and depth of respondents would have strengthened this study, I am satisfied with the 

robustness of data collected. 

 

 

Final Thoughts and Contribution to Knowledge 

This dissertation investigated the experiences and views of students, parents, 

teachers, and HE staff of a WP pre-entry programme in the specific HE context of 

NI.  The research represents a contribution to knowledge in relation to the impact of 

a WP programme on the lives of young people.  By harnessing participants’ 

experiences through the lens of the capabilities approach, this study foregrounded 

the opportunity to achieve.  While limited to a small group of participants, this research 

has illuminated the applicability of the capabilities approach to WP in HE. 

The findings mirror much existing knowledge around the challenge of translating 

aspiration to expectation of participation, with earlier intervention and academic 

tutoring being possible solutions to balancing the debate regarding attainment-raising 

versus aspiration-raising programmes.  The research, in line with other studies in this 

field, indicated that  WP programmes can effectively prepare participants for 

university, but that beyond pre-entry initiatives HEIs must continue to support WP 

students after they arrive in university, to facilitate their progression and success  This 
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research would indicate that utilising the capabilities approach to inform HEI 

evaluation plans and policies would be one way of achieving this. 

Findings from the research emphasise the need for universities to engage with local 

communities, schools, and colleges, to build partnerships and foster a reputation for 

accessibility.  This could be achieved, in part, by incentivising participation WP 

students through financial and academic concessions.  The use of the capabilities 

approach and the inclusion of young people’s views and experiences have ensured 

that participant voices were positioned as a central component of this research and 

that young people have an important contribution to make to the debate around the 

suitability of current WP practices and programmes.  Furthermore, the decision to 

include parents, teachers, and HEI staff was significant in ensuring that the research 

has the potential to contribute to a broader debate about educational disadvantage 

and equitable admissions policies in HE. 

The journey of writing the dissertation has exposed me to new ideas and thinkers, 

trained me in thinking critically, extended my professional network, improved my 

technical research skills, and strengthened a community of practice with 

colleagues.  By completing this research study, I hope to have facilitated a 

marginalised group of young people participating in HE, thereby encouraging social 

mobility.  
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Appendix 2.1 

 - Parent Information Letter and Consent Form 

 

 
 

 

 

Parent/Guardian Invitation to Participate in Research 

 

Researcher: My name is Tim Crawford and I am currently conducting evaluative 

research on the Pathway Opportunity Programme as part of my doctorate in education 

degree. 

What is the purpose of this study? 

This study investigates students’ experiences of the 2017 Pathway Opportunity 

Programme.  It aims to improve the POP for future participants and to develop a 

framework for other universities seeking to introduce or develop a scheme similar to 

the POP. 

What will happen if you take part in the study? 

As you are a parent/guardian of a student on the POP, I would like to invite you to 

participate in my research by completing an anonymous online survey which will take 

about 4 minutes of your time. 

Voluntary consent to take part 

Your participation in this study is voluntary and you have a right to withdraw, without 

explanation or adverse consequences, up until you press the ‘submit’ button on the 

online survey.  It is also important that you know this research has undergone ethical 

scrutiny by the School of School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work Ethics 

Committee and has been approved.  You have the right to be a part of this study, to 

choose not to participate or to stop participating at any time without penalty.   

Benefits 

The data collected may help contribute to an under-researched area of widening 

participation programmes and it is an opportunity for you to give your views and 

perspectives on this issue.  

Confidentiality 

All data collected will be confidential.  Participant names and demographic information 

will not be identified or identifiable in the final thesis or in any publications or 

presentations which may arise from the research. 



192 
 

The information collected during the research process will be stored securely with 

password protection and file encryption.  As this is a doctoral thesis, my research may 

be held in the library of the University, and may be published in full or in part. 

After my thesis is completed, the information will be held securely in the University, 

for five years, after which it will be destroyed. 

Compensation  

For participating in this study you will be entered into a draw for a £25 Amazon gift 

card. 

What if you have questions about this study? 

If you have any questions about this study or would like more information, please do 

not hesitate to contact me at tim.crawford@qub.ac.uk, or by mobile on 077 3210 3970. 

How do I take part in this study? 

If you wish to take part in the study please complete the online questionnaire at this 

link. 

 

Thank you for reading this letter and I do hope that you choose to take part. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 
 

 
 

Tim Crawford           
EdD Student                                     
School of School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work,  
  
Professor Jannette Elwood 
Research Supervisor 
School of School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work,  
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:tim.crawford@qub.ac.uk
http://webaddressforquestionnaire/
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Appendix 2.2 – Parent Survey 
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Appendix 2.3 – Parent Survey Data 
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Appendix 3.1 – Teacher Information Letter and Consent Form 

 

 
 

  

 

Teacher Invitation to Participate in Research 

 

Researcher: My name is Tim Crawford and I am currently conducting evaluative 

research on the Pathway Opportunity Programme, as part of my doctorate in 

education degree. 

What is the purpose of this study? 

This study investigates students’ experiences of the 2017 Pathway Opportunity 

Programme.  It aims to improve the Pathway Opportunity Programme for future 

participants and to develop a framework for other universities seeking to introduce or 

develop a scheme similar to the POP. 

What will happen if you take part in the study? 

As you provided a teacher reference for a student on the POP, I would like to invite 

you to participate in my research by completing a confidential online survey which will 

take about 4 minutes of your time.  

Voluntary consent to take part 

Your participation in this study is voluntary and you have a right to withdraw, without 

explanation or adverse consequences, up until you press the ‘submit’ button on the 

online survey.  It is also important that you know this research has undergone ethical 

scrutiny by the School of School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work Ethics 

Committee and has been approved.  You have the right to be a part of this study, to 

choose not to participate or to stop participating at any time without penalty.   

Benefits 

The data collected may help contribute to an under-researched area of widening 

participation programmes and it is an opportunity for you to give your views and 

perspectives on this issue.  

Confidentiality 

All data collected will be confidential.  Participant names and demographic information 

will not be identified or identifiable in the final thesis or in any publications or 

presentations which may arise from the research. 
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The information collected during the research process will be stored securely with 

password protection and file encryption.  As this is a doctoral thesis, my research may 

be held in the library of the University and may be published in full or in part. 

After my thesis is completed, the information will be held securely in the University for 

five years, after which it will be destroyed. 

Compensation  

For participating in this study you will be entered into a draw to win a £25 Amazon gift 

card. 

What if you have questions about this study? 

If you have any questions about this study or would like more information, please do 

not hesitate to contact me at tim.crawford@qub.ac.uk, or by mobile on 077 3210 3970. 

How do I take part in this study? 

If you wish to take part in the study please complete the online questionnaire at this 

link. 

 

Thank you for reading this letter and I do hope that you choose to take part. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 
 

 
 

Tim Crawford           
EdD Student                                     
School of School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work,    
 
Professor Jannette Elwood 
Research Supervisor 
School of School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work,  
 

 

mailto:tim.crawford@qub.ac.uk
http://webaddressforquestionnaire/
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Appendix 3.2 – Teacher Survey 
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Appendix 3.3 – Teacher Survey Data 
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Appendix 4.1 - Student Information Letter and Consent Form 

 

 

 

 

Student Invitation to Participate in Research 

 

Researcher: My name is Tim Crawford and I am currently conducting evaluative 

research as part of my doctorate in education degree on the Pathway Opportunity 

Programme. 

What is the purpose of this study? 

This study investigates students’ experiences of the 2017 Pathway Opportunity 

Programme.  It aims to improve the Pathway Opportunity Programme for future 

participants and to develop a framework for other universities seeking to introduce or 

develop a scheme similar to the Pathway Opportunity Programme. 

What will happen if you take part in the study? 

Since you were a student in the POP, I would like to invite you to participate in my 

research by completing an anonymous online survey which will take about 15 minutes 

of your time.  

Voluntary consent to take part 

Your participation in this study is voluntary and you have a right to withdraw, without 

explanation or adverse consequences, up until you press the ‘submit’ button on the 

online survey.  It is also important that you know this research has undergone ethical 

scrutiny by the School of School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work Ethics 

Committee and has been approved.  You have the right to be a part of this study, to 

choose not to participate or to stop participating at any time without penalty.   

Benefits 

The data collected may help contribute to an under-researched area of widening 

participation programmes and it is an opportunity for you to give your views and 

perspectives on this issue.  

Confidentiality 

All data collected will be confidential.  Participant names will not be identified or 

identifiable in the final thesis or in any publications or presentations which may arise 

from the research. 

The information collected during the research process will be stored securely with 

password protection and file encryption.  As this is a doctoral thesis, my research may 

be held in the library of the University and may be published in full or in part. 



227 
 

After my thesis is completed, the information will be held securely in the University, 

for five years, after which it will be destroyed. 

Compensation  

For participating in this study you will be entered into a draw for a £50 Amazon gift 

card. 

What if you have questions about this study? 

If you have any questions about this study or would like more information, please do 

not hesitate to contact me at tim.crawford@qub.ac.uk, or by mobile on 077 3210 3970. 

How do I take part in this study? 

If you wish to take part in the study please complete the online questionnaire at this 

link. 

 

Thank you for reading this letter and I do hope that you choose to take part. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 
 

 
 

Tim Crawford           
EdD Student                                     
School of School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work,  
 
Professor Jannette Elwood 
Research Supervisor 
School of School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work,  

mailto:tim.crawford@qub.ac.uk
http://webaddressforquestionnaire/
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Appendix 4.2 - Student Survey 
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Appendix 4.3 – Student Survey Data 
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Appendix 5 – Interviews with University Project Team 
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Appendix 5.1 - Interview Information Letter and Consent Form 

 

 

 

 

Facilitator Invitation to Participate in Research 
 

Dear X, 

I am currently conducting evaluative research on the Pathway Opportunity 

Programme as part of my doctorate in education degree.  I have completed fieldwork 

with students, parents and teachers, and now invite input from the University project 

team. 

What is the purpose of this study? 

This study investigates students’ experiences of the 2017 Pathway Opportunity 

Programme.  It aims to improve the Pathway Opportunity Programme for future 

participants and to develop a framework for other universities seeking to introduce or 

develop a scheme similar to the Pathway Opportunity Programme. 

What will happen if you take part in the study? 

As you are a primary facilitator of the POP, I would like to invite you, X, to participate 

in my research by completing an individual interview which will take about 30 minutes 

of your time.  Interviews will take place at a time and location that is convenient for 

you and I’ll seek your permission to audio record the interview for ease of data 

collection. 

Voluntary consent to take part 

Your participation in this study is voluntary and you have a right to withdraw, without 

explanation or adverse consequences, up to the point where the data is anonymised 

for analysis.  It is also important that you know this research has undergone ethical 

scrutiny by the School of School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work Ethics 

Committee and has been approved.  You have the right to be a part of this study, to 

choose not to participate or to stop participating at any time without penalty.   

Benefits 

The data collected may help contribute to an under-researched area of widening 

participation programmes and it is an opportunity for you to give your views and 

perspectives on this issue.  

Confidentiality 

I am aware of a potential conflict of interest whereby data might be critical of the 

Pathway Opportunity Programme, but I fully accept responsibility for recording and 
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disseminating any such criticisms within the analysis of the data collected. Positive or 

negative accounts will not be attributed to any participants. The goal of the research 

is to have full, open disclosure of participants’ views/opinions without attribution to any 

one person. 

All data collected will be anonymised.  Please know that, should you choose to take 

part in an interview, all information will be treated in confidence and will not be shared 

with other parties. An exception to this are my dissertation supervisors who will have 

access to the raw data from the interviews.  Participant names and roles will not be 

identified or, as far as possible, identifiable in the final thesis or in any publications or 

presentations which may arise from the research.   

The information collected during the research process will be stored securely with 

password protection and file encryption.  As this is a doctoral thesis, my research may 

be held in the library of the University and may be published in full or in part. 

After my thesis is completed, the information will be held securely in the University, 

for five years, after which it will be destroyed. 

What if you have questions about this study? 

If you have any questions about this study or would like more information, please do 

not hesitate to contact me at tim.crawford@qub.ac.uk, or by mobile on 077 3210 3970. 

How do I take part in this study? 

If you wish to take part in an individual interview, please complete the Consent Form 

and return to: tim.crawford@qub.ac.uk    

I will then contact you to arrange a meeting time and place. 

 

Thank you, X, for reading this letter and I do hope that you choose to take part. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 
 

Tim Crawford           
EdD Student                                     
School of School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work 
 
Professor Jannette Elwood 
Research Supervisor 
School of School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work 
  

mailto:tim.crawford@qub.ac.uk
mailto:tim.crawford@qub.ac.uk
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Facilitator Interview Consent Form 

 

 
Title of the project:  
Widening Participation into Higher Education: a Compact Scheme case study. 
 
                                     Please initial box 
 
1.  I confirm that I have been given and have read and understand the information      [ ] 

  letter for the above study.  I have had the opportunity to ask, and receive answers 

  to any questions I may have had. 
 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any [ ] 
 time until 31 August 2018, without giving any reason. 

 
3.  I have the right to view and amend the transcript from this interview.    [ ] 

  
4.  I understand all data will be treated securely as described by Data Protection legislation  [ ] 
  and stored appropriately as required by the University. 
 
5.  I understand that I will not be identifiable in any data published in relation to this  [ ] 
  project. 
 
6.  I understand that this research will be published in the form of a Doctoral dissertation [ ] 
  and dissemination will be via internal reporting/presentation and potentially via external  
  publication in peer-reviewed journals / conference proceedings.   
 
 

 
I agree to take part in this project 
 
 
_____________________                 __________                 ___________________ 
Name of Participant Date Signature 
 
 
_____________________ __________                 __________________ 
Name of Researcher Date Signature 
 
 
 
 
Name of Researcher: Tim Crawford   
Contact details:  
e: tim.crawford@qub.ac.uk, 
t: 077 3210 3970 
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Appendix 5.2 – Interview Questions 

 
1. The aim of widening participation is to increase the social diversity of 

university enrolment.  What are you views on widening participation in HE 
generally, and in the University specifically? 

 
2.  What was your role within the Pathway Opportunity Programme Project 

Team? 
 

3.  What do you think about the various programme events that were held 
during 2017? 

 
4.  Have you any comments to make about the VLE used for the POP? 

 
5.  What are the most valuable aspects of the POP? 

 
6.  In what ways do you think the POP could be improved? 

 
7.  Are there any personal or professional skills you feel you have improved as 

a result of the POP? 
 

8.  Finally, in what other ways could the University help overcome barriers to 
higher education? 
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Appendix 5.3 – Sample Transcript 

 

Researcher: The first question that I’d like to ask you is about widening 1 

participation in general. The aim of WP is to expand the social 2 

diversity of students that are entering university. Do you have any 3 

particular views on widening participation within higher education 4 

generally and/or in the University specifically? 5 

Interviewee: The answer is yes, I do. How could I not? I think widening 6 

participation is fundamental to higher education. I think universities 7 

have a prime position in promoting diversity and social mobility and 8 

social inclusion. I think it’s part of their moral mission. It’s certainly 9 

reflected in our values and hence it is now reflected in the corporate 10 

plan and in the education strategy. And we also followed the lead 11 

which was given locally in our higher education strategy, graduating 12 

to success, and this specific widening participation strategy that I was 13 

on the steering group for, which is access to success. The maxim is 14 

really about making sure that you tap into the brightest and most 15 

socially excluded. So, widening participation policy, if it’s going to 16 

work, has to work at different levels and at different speeds. So, the 17 

hardest to reach will take a longer strategy, more intensive work, and 18 

at the other end, the help that we can give young people from say, 19 

age fourteen onwards, then helps to ease their passage into the 20 

University and hence the Pathway Opportunity Programme. 21 

Researcher: And what do you think are the main barriers for pupils, say at 22 

secondary school, if they’re thinking about university. What might put 23 

them off applying to the University or considering it even as an 24 

option? From early stages or from ages eleven, twelve… 25 

Interviewee: To be honest, it’s probably our academic reputation which is off-26 

putting. And not just off-putting to pupils, but perhaps off-putting to 27 

some teachers and to parents. And, you know, it’s something you 28 

have to keep working at year after year, there’s a different cohort of 29 

pupils, students, and you have to keep working at making sure that 30 

the University is recognised as being accessible, and the best way of 31 

doing that is getting the kids into the institution. To let them become 32 
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familiar with what it feels like to walk through those big, dark doors 33 

and come into this hallowed, sort of, atmosphere. And not to feel 34 

inferior because I think kids who don’t have the opportunities through 35 

certain streams in life, and they don’t get the extra help, for instance, 36 

that other kids get, feel inferior intellectually, and it’s our job to try and 37 

rebalance that. 38 

Researcher: So, for the purposes of this recording, could you just explain your role 39 

within the university, and then any overarching responsibility you 40 

would have then for widening participation or this programme? 41 

Interviewee: My role is as a director, one of nine directors, as part of a 42 

professional services team working to the registrar and chief 43 

operating officer to deliver on a number of levels, some of the key 44 

administrative, big administrative functions of the university, the 45 

services to students. But also, and in my view the nicest part of my 46 

job, which is the developmental. And making sure that as we develop 47 

strategies, institution-wide strategies, that the key fundamental 48 

building blocks are in the strategies to enable us to achieve certain 49 

outcomes. Widening participation is a core, and absolutely core 50 

stream of the corporate strategy and the education strategy. And 51 

hence one of my targets, and one of my key deliverables. 52 

Researcher: So, you mentioned there about the importance of having students 53 

come in and on campus. And indeed a significant part of this 54 

particular POP is a summer residential, when they’re here for five 55 

nights. So, have you any thoughts on, in terms of the current 56 

programme, whether face-to-face should be maximised compared to, 57 

for example, around half of the programme is currently delivered 58 

electronically through a VLE. To reflect the geographical disparity, I 59 

guess, and spread of that population. So, what do you think about 60 

that? Do you think it should be incumbent then upon the University 61 

widening participation to always have face-to-face contact? 62 

Interviewee: Yes. Yes, I do. For that very reason that we remain remote to pupils if 63 

we’re online. And I think that the more we get them into the University 64 

and mixing with tutors, with interns, with people who are the image of 65 

the University, I think that’s where you start to break down that 66 
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barrier. Where I would like to see it going, if I’m anticipating the 67 

further question, I would like to see a number of our, I would like to 68 

expand the number of graduate interns that we have going out to the 69 

various regions in Northern Ireland, to the key schools, to start 70 

supplementing some of the extra assistance which pupils need as 71 

they face both GCSE and A Level. Now we’re not there yet. We don’t 72 

have the resources to mount that, but that would certainly be an 73 

ambition for me. 74 

Researcher: Ok, so would you mean, for example, helping to tutor those students, 75 

which is currently not done at GCSE level. 76 

Interviewee: Yes. 77 

Researcher: Because often it can be too late by the time they’ve finished their 78 

GCSE’s, and depending upon their performance in those, they may 79 

not be eligible then to apply to the University based on that profile. 80 

Interviewee: But that is the way we’ve constructed the POP, and we have senior 81 

academy and the junior academy, which are working at other levels 82 

to try and stimulate, really the interest in the University and in 83 

studying at university. The POP has been confined in its inception, 84 

really to test it, and to see what works, what doesn’t work, what might 85 

be improved on. I think the sky’s the limit in terms of where I would 86 

like to take it, but it would need a huge injection of resources to be 87 

able to do that. I think as an institution, I would love to be able to put 88 

a huge amount of resource into this because I think the relationship 89 

with the schools… we’re a very small nation. We could easily have 90 

relationships with every school. Every secondary school in Northern 91 

Ireland. We’ve got a huge graduate throughput. Alumni, the 92 

homework club concept in the Student’s Union, is certainly one that 93 

could lend itself to, even a couple of sessions a year. A couple of 94 

tutorials a year. And maybe if we can’t go out, we may be able to 95 

offer additional tuition at various points, key points within… 96 

Researcher: Ok, so the pilot programme started off with three subjects, and now it 97 

has risen to six for this year, and that’ll be expanding further. Have 98 

you any views on the limitation of subjects that may or may not be 99 
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available, so for example, do you think it should be available for any 100 

subject, or given the range of different entry requirements and criteria 101 

and interviews and so forth for some programmes should it just 102 

emerge organically? 103 

Interviewee: No, I think we have to build it incrementally, and that’s why we’ve 104 

started in the way we have. Small number coming in this year, it’ll 105 

double next year. We’re hoping to bring medicine on board in 2020. I 106 

would like to see it extended across every subject. And that, you 107 

know, it will grow and develop and offer for more flexible options as 108 

well to pupils. Almost as a pre-entry foundation programme. What I 109 

like most about this programme, Researcher, is that it’s not a route to 110 

the University which lowers the bar for students who tick certain 111 

boxes. That’s demeaning. It’s an achievement route. And so the 112 

students who actually engage and come through an achievement 113 

model see the merit, see the reward at the end for the more they put 114 

into the course. And then by the time they come to the University, 115 

they actually come with a badge of having achieved something and 116 

that is crucial to this programme. That it is seen as an achievement 117 

route, as opposed to one of those routes which just simply lowers the 118 

bar. 119 

Researcher: Yeah, absolutely. And it will hopefully help them with engagement 120 

throughout their time here at the University and who knows how it will 121 

affect their schools and their communities as well. Especially being 122 

the first in their family to consider higher education. So do you think 123 

that’s the main benefit, the USP, if you like, of the POP? Is it that 124 

opportunity to achieve and to be valued? Obviously the grade 125 

reduction, it’s not the deficit model that we’re focusing on, but would 126 

you, like narrow down a particular… 127 

Interviewee: Yes, I would say it’s that. It’s the achievement model. And the fact 128 

that it sets these young people up with a sense of, I wouldn’t call it 129 

importance, but of recognition coming into the institution. And we 130 

make a big deal of it then when they come in. So, no I would be very 131 

reluctant to look at a compact scheme which was not focused on 132 

putting the pupils through some form of testing evaluation. 133 
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Researcher: Yeah, for rigour, really as well. Ok, next question then. In terms of 134 

other ways that the University could help students to overcome some 135 

of the barriers that they face. Do you think that what the widening 136 

participation unit are doing at the moment, and as it perhaps expands 137 

within those existing programmes, that that is sufficient or do you 138 

think that there should be any particular ways, even if it goes under 139 

blue sky thinking, that those hurdles could be overcome? Like so for 140 

example, do you think that the University as a university, is it their 141 

unique responsibility, or do you think other aspects of our 142 

stakeholders are required for formulating change within communities 143 

within… 144 

Interviewee: Oh yes, of course, I mean it’s a multi-agency approach which is 145 

required, but I prefer to concentrate on the things that I can control 146 

and shape. And you asked the question “have we gone far enough?” 147 

No. Of course not. And I wouldn’t leave that at the door of the 148 

widening participation unit. It’s an institutional commitment. So, for 149 

instance, I would love to see the first year bursary extended across 150 

each year. But we would need funding to do that. I would love to see 151 

free accommodation being provided, at least in first year. So, the 152 

range of packages could be very significant with the right investment, 153 

but we can only do this by showing that there is a value in doing it in 154 

the first instance, and there’s a gain. And cynically, I think the 155 

institution is starting to recognise, “yes this is a lovely thing to do, but 156 

heavens, we haven’t filled up our admissions in some subjects and 157 

we may come to rely on the POP in some areas, and not least in 158 

somewhere like medicine, which we’re seeing a dip this year for the 159 

first time.” So, you know, that’s the cynical side of it. 160 

Researcher: And do you think then, there could be opportunities to explore with 161 

employers and sponsorship like there was with the bursary for first 162 

year for these students? Do you think that’s an area for 163 

development? 164 

Interviewee: Oh absolutely. NS has told me that this is the only show in town, that 165 

the money she is bringing in now on the head of our POP is very 166 

significant. So, I think let’s capitalise on that because it tugs at the 167 
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heart strings. And, you know, a lot of our companies had social 168 

charters and commitments to diversity. Let’s capitalise on that, and 169 

let’s start, you know, using our graduates in the right way. And I think 170 

some of the language which Alumni are now using in their campaigns 171 

speaks to that, that audience. And if it brings in benefits, all to the 172 

better. 173 

Researcher: Well that’s all my questions, so thanks very much, Interviewee, for 174 

taking the time to talk to me.175 

 


