Post-school learning is vital for individual
enhancement, a fairer society and a
successful economy. Learning has benefits
for people of all ages and abilities in terms of
employability and, more broadly, for wellbeing
and self-confidence.
Colleges and universities are also key
economic contributors, both as local
employers and because they provide the
skilled workers upon which the economy
depends.
To realise the full potential of learning
for our society, education must be
adequately resourced and fully accessible.
UCU’s policy proposals are based on a set
of guiding principles agreed at the UCU
Congress in 2014, which state that policies
and funding initiatives should:
l
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make it easier for people to reach their
full potential
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increase the UK’s academic capacity and
research base
make the UK a more attractive place for
academic staff to work
make it less costly for individuals to
study, whether young or old
broaden the range of subjects available
for study, and
lead to higher quality and reduced
fragmentation in the sector.
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INTRODUCTION
This paper explores widening participation in the
United Kingdom, specifically, why
it is important and how it can be improved. The
paper will highlight the social and
economic evidence for the importance of widening
participation and show how the
pursuit of widening participation could help to
reduce inequality in the UK. It will
then provide an overview of the data on participation
by key group and show how
application and acceptance patterns vary across
low, medium and high tariff
institutions. Examples of widening participation
initiatives and their impacts will
then be presented along with an exploration of
the ways in which greater participation
in higher education can be achieved progressively
across the life stages. The final
part of this paper will put forward a number of
policy proposals that form the beginnings of a holistic UCU policy on widening participation.

In contradistinction
to a consumerist,
marketised approach,
UCU believes that the
best way to ensure
high-quality teaching
and learning in higher
education is through
good, committed,
professional practice
in an adequately
funded system.

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY WIDENING PARTICIPATION?
Widening participation is the term given to denote
efforts to address the underrepresentation of some social groups in higher
education. It has been widely pursued
by successive governments. There are two elements
of efforts to broaden the social
representation of students in higher education.
First, widening participation, which
means increasing the total number of people who
progress to higher education, in
particular those from underrepresented backgrounds.
Second, fair access which
refers to who gets accepted on to higher education
courses – typically at the most
selective universities – which typically have the
best outcomes for students.
Among 18-year-olds alone, the review on social
mobility and child poverty has estimated this to represent a widening participation
gap of around 100,000 students.
Further education colleges in particular have strong
records in this field. 22.9%
cent of young full-time entrants registered at further
education colleges were from
neighbourhoods with low rates of participation
in higher education. This is more
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INTRODUCTION
In recent years, there
has been a renewed
focus on the status
and learning in post-16
and quality of teaching
education. This debate
has been most acute
education, where rising
in higher
tuition fees and increased
pressures on academics
‘world-class’ research
have led to accusations
to publish
that students are being
by universities.1
‘short-changed’
In fact, this has become
the unofficial mantra
of the coalition government
reflected in the recent
and is
decision of the Office
of Fair Trading (OFT)
inquiry into undergraduat
to undertake an
e education in England.2
Increasingly, the approach
by governments, particularly
adopted
in England, is to unleash
more information for
‘the forces of consumerism
prospective students
with
and funding following
‘best way of bringing
their choices’ as the
back traditional academic
focus on high-quality
teaching.’3
UCU believes that
this consumerist analysis
is flawed. Instead,
up by a recent HE
our policy 4 – backed
members’ survey –
supports the conclusions
project on ‘Pedagogic
of
an
important
quality and inequality
ESRC
in university first degrees’.
project raised questions
The ESRC
about ‘how appropriate
it is to portray students
as consumers of higher
primarily
education when they
are engaged in a process
transformation.’ The
of personal
researchers also found
that the related emphasis
quality through competition
on ‘assuring
for students obscures
a quality enhancement
emphasises teacher
approach that
development and student
engagement, which
are more likely to result
our findings suggest
in high quality learning
outcomes.’5
In contradistinction
to a consumerist, marketised
approach, UCU believes
best way to ensure
high-quality teaching
that the
and learning in higher
good, committed, professional
education is through
practice in an adequately
funded system.6
This requires changes
to the way that higher
education institutions
organised and funded.
are currently
The following paper
outlines the building
alternative UCU position,
blocks of an
which includes:

2015
and beyond
UCU'S VISION FOR THE
UK’S KNOWLEDGE ECONOMY
In preparation for the General
Election in 2015, the University
and College Union (UCU) has
set out 15 policy proposals for
post-school education. We are
calling on politicians from all
parties to recognise the value
of further and higher education
and support these proposals.

UCU’s 15 ideas for the next government
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Commit to increased public spending
on the knowledge economy.
Redesign the way in which
post-school education is funded.
Reinforce the importance of early
years education as a determinant
of life chances.
Ensure a real choice and balance
between academic and vocational
options for 14–19--year-olds.
Overhaul careers education to
improve understanding of different
educational pathways.

Enhance the apprenticeship brand
by improving quality and ensuring
that apprentices receive a rounded
education.
Tackle youth unemployment using
a kite-marked partnership model
for local authorities, businesses
and education providers.
Introduce greater incentives for
collaboration between schools,
colleges, universities and community
learning partnerships to widen
participation.
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Launch a bespoke educational offer
for those aged 25 and over wishing
to upskill and retrain.
Undertake an in-depth review of
the prison education system.
Increase transparency and
accountability at education
institutions.
Extend the statutory protection
of academic freedom to all staff
working in teaching and research.
Protect our global reputation and
remove overseas students from
the immigration cap.
Stop all public funding for profitmaking education institutions.
Preserve the status and quality
of academic teaching by ending
exploitative working practices.

Tertiary education facts
Further education offers
a 25% return on public
investment. (BIS)

Students aged 19 and
over in further education
generate £75 billion for
the economy over their
lifetimes.

University graduates
earn on average 40%
more across their lifetime
than non-graduates. (BIS)

Part-time adult learning
is worth up to £1,100
per person because of
benefits to health, social
relationships and
employability. (NIACE)

UK spending on tertiary
education, at 0.7% of
GDP, is lower than many
global competitors.
(OECD)

