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Welcome

This edition of our Research Bulletin comes at a time when the Office for Students (OFS)
has just released its response to the recent consultation on Access and Participation
Plans.  The response is slightly worrying for providers of distance higher education (HE)
for part-time learners in the sense that many of the metrics being adopted do not reflect
the specific nature and behaviours of part-time adult learners.  At a time when HE
providers are being encouraged to support adult learners generally into HE, addressing
the decline in part-time student numbers and widening participation, it is concerning that
part-time adult learners are still being seen as additional to the traditional 18-21 year old
student, rather than embedded within the HE system.

On a more positive note, Dr Liz Marr will be taking up her interim PVC-Students position
at the OU in January 2019.  This is a new portfolio for the OU and we look forward to
working with Liz in shaping widening access and participation and success within this
new structure.  Equally good news is that Liz was also elected President of the European
Association of Distance Teaching Universities (EADTU) at its annual conference in
October.  Congratulations on both of these achievements Liz and we look forward to
some exciting times ahead.  

As we move into 2019, the Widening Access and Success team here in Milton Keynes,
are embarking on a significant programme of research, evaluation and scholarship to
address and inform the objectives identified in our Access and Participation Plan, which is
currently being reviewed by the OFS.  Our revised website which will be live mid-January,
provides further information regarding these and previous projects we have undertaken,
in addition to our upcoming events.  If you haven't already attended one of our seminars,
then you are missing out on expert knowledge and insight from academics and
practitioners working within widening access, participation and success, plus
opportunities to network and develop tangible outcomes that can be applied within your
own institution.  Did I also mention that these seminars are FREE, so what's stopping
you?  Check out our events pages NOW.

I hope you enjoy reading about some of the exciting things we have been doing over the
last six months.  John, Darren, Sattie and I wish you all a very Merry Christmas and a
prosperous New Year.



Wendy Fowle
Senior Manager
Research and Evaluation (Widening Access and Success)

Widening Participation and Lifelong

Learning

Mentoring programme special edition

A special edition of Widening Participation and Lifelong
Learning was published in July 2018 based on a writing
programme developed collaboratively between the
former Office for Fair Access (now the Office for
Students) and Sheffield Hallam University.  The
programme was aimed at widening participation (WP)
practitioners in recognition of the need for evidence-
based WP practice and for the inclusion of the practitioner voice within research. 
Successful applicants were linked with and supported by academic mentors to formally
develop an aspect of their work or research for publication in academic journals and
presentations at international conferences. Alongside one-to-one mentoring, participants
attended a series of writing workshops to support their writing development and were
encouraged to submit articles to relevant publications.

November edition

Hot off the press! Our autumn edition has just been published.  Timely, as the OFS
release their response to the recent consultation on Access and Participation Plans, this
edition covers approaches to evaluation of widening participation initiatives, from
narrative enquiry, to mixed methods and the use of randomised controlled trials.  Other
articles address issues such as the use of sandwich placements to support students from
low socio-economic backgrounds, student perceptions of financial support, learning
journeys of ex-military personnel and the perceived risks by students of disclosing a
disability.

Subscribing institutions/individuals can access current and past editions here.  To
subscribe click here and for other information regarding submitting an article or calls for
papers click here.

Exploring the black attainment gap

on an Access programme

In July 2018, the Widening Access and Success team
hosted a seminar as part of its regular programme of
events, focusing upon the black attainment gap.  The seminar formed part of a wider

https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/openu/jwpll
http://www.open.ac.uk/about/wideningparticipation/journal-widening-participation-lifelong-learning/subscribing-journal
http://www.open.ac.uk/about/wideningparticipation/journal-widening-participation-lifelong-learning


programme of activity being initiated to support quality monitoring and enhancement
(QME) specifically on the University’s Access programme, but with a view to rolling out
any findings and examples of good practice, to the rest of the University.  Following a
team workshop, four themes were identified:

Curriculum design
Staff development
Assessment
Ambassadors/mentoring

Within each of these themes, specific actions are being developed with a view to
adopting an ‘institutional’ approach to reducing the black attainment gap rather than a
deficit model.  It is anticipated that an interim report on the progress of this project will
be presented at a Widening Access and Success seminar on the 10th July 2019.

Welsh Carers project

In the previous edition of our Research Bulletin we
reported on our involvement in a project being
undertaken by colleagues within the OU in Wales.  This project sought to encourage
students to declare their carer status, supporting the institution’s Equality and Diversity
Objective to increase the numbers of students declaring carer status.  The definition of a
carer in this context is 'anyone who cares, unpaid, for a friend or family member who
due to illness, disability, a mental health problem or an addiction cannot cope without
their support' (Carers Trust, 2018). 

Resources were developed in the form of a Carer’s Pack which was distributed to those
students who declared.   The project report presents recommendations for the University
to take action and are being taken forward by the widening participation sub-group of
the Care and Caring Network, of which Wendy Fowle is co-Chair.  We will report into the
Equality and Diversity objectives and the Widening Access and Success Steering Group.

Understanding the experiences of Access students as they

transition from print to an online learning environment

In October 2018 Dr John Butcher and Wendy Fowle presented to the European
Association for Distance Teaching Universities (EADTU).  Their presentation was based
on research that explored the experiences of widening participation students as they
transitioned from a print to online learning environment within the OU’s Access
programme.  Access modules are preparatory in nature, supporting students who have
been out of education for some time to develop confidence in academic ability and study
skills and to prepare them for distance learning as they progress onto a full degree
programme.  Findings from the analysis of institutional data, a survey (delivered in print
and online) and focus groups, suggest that support for students as they transition into an



online learning environment should include: 

Support to develop online note-taking, bookmarking and navigational skills within
the curriculum
Flexibility in the mode of learning throughout the module and choice to move
between study modes
A personalised learning experience that can respond to individual needs
A mix of print, online and offline materials to enable this

EdD student progress

Peter Kay is halfway through his first year and is developing a literature review to
contextualise his exploration of Foundation (Level 3) programmes in HE. He is seeking to
conceptualise Foundation Programmes as, on one hand, a response to the 20 year policy
drive around widening participation, and on the other, as HEI responses to increased
competition for students in a space traditionally supported by FE.

Eddie Barker is entering his final year and will shortly submit his draft thesis. Drawing
on qualitative data elicited from HE in FE students in his own college, he is arguing
(utilising concepts from Bourdieu) for a more nuanced understanding of why students in
their twenties choose to take a degree at their local college rather than a university, and
why they do not regard this as in any sense a ‘deficit’ decision.

Wendy Fowle is in the third year of her EdD.  Her research is exploring the impact of
language used by policy-makers and institutional strategy developers on adult learners
from disadvantaged backgrounds.  Wendy used vignettes, developed from the literature
and pilot study, to facilitate conversations via one to one telephone interviews, with
students identified through proxy measures of disadvantage:  low previous educational
qualifications; living in POLAR3 quintiles 1 and 2; receiving a full fee waiver on the OU’s
Access programme.  Preliminary analysis suggests that the concept of the adult learner
should be disaggregated to reflect the unique histories that adult learners bring to the
HE environment.  In turn, this will impact upon current approaches to widening
participation for this student cohort.  

Student journey toolkit

Dr Tim Coughlan, Lecturer in the Institution of Education
Technology and Kate Lister, Learning and Development
Manager (Accessibility) have presented their student
journey tool at a number of events recently including the
European Association for Distance Teaching Universities (EADTU) conference in Aarhus,
Denmark and an OU WP seminar on supporting students with mental health difficulties. 
The tool offers a mechanism for students to reflect on their educational journey by
assigning emotions to events with which the students identify as particularly pertinent to
their student experience.  The tool will be used to facilitate research to explore how



institutions can support students identifying mental health issues.

Supporting students with mental health difficulties

On 22nd November 2018, the widening access and success team ran a seminar
exploring how HE providers are supporting with mental health difficulties.  Over 20
different institutions were represented at the event which saw presentations from Ross
Renton, PVC at the University of Worcester and colleagues Dr Jonathan Leach, Pat Atkins
and Kate Lister from the OU presenting on issues around isolation and loneliness,
engagement with the Big White Wall and the Student journey toolkit.  Outputs from the
event will be made available shortly and shared through our Access Observatory.

Evaluating your widening participation initiatives – this

event is for you?

Calling all Evaluation Managers, Widening Participation practitioners and Policy Officers –
An event not to be missed

28th February 2019 - Evaluating WP initiatives: overcoming the Challenges

This event is in direct response to the Office for Students drive for more evidence-based
practice and will enable delegates to experience the new evaluation self-assessment
toolkit first hand, prior to its implementation in the 2020/21 Access and Participation
plans.  This is a must for any colleague directly involved in evaluating widening
participation outreach and success initiatives as well as those involved in developing and
reporting on Access and Participation Plan spend.

The event will be opened by the OU’s interim Pro Vice-Chancellor (Students), Dr Liz Marr,
with keynotes from Annette Hayton, co-author of the recently published book Evaluating
Equity and Widening Participation in Higher Education and Richard Shiner, Policy Advisor,
Office for Students (OFS), plus hands-on workshops that will expose delegates to a
number of evaluation toolkits. 

http://www.open.ac.uk/cicp/main/widening-access-and-success/access-observatory
http://www.open.ac.uk/about/wideningparticipation/events/evaluating-wp-initiatives-overcoming-challenges


The event is jointly hosted by the OU, Queens University Belfast and supported by the
Forum for Access and Continuing Education (FACE).  Delegates who are members of staff
or of FACE are eligible for a discounted rate.  For more information and to register visit: 
http://www.open.ac.uk/about/wideningparticipation/events/evaluating-wp-initiatives-
overcoming-challenges

OU Widening Participation Seminar Programme

27th March 2019 - OU Seminar: Assessment: impacts on widening access and success

23rd May 2019 - OU Seminar: Supporting refugee learners

10th July 2019 - OU Seminar: Closing the Black Attainment Gap

Our seminars are free to attend and we welcome colleagues who wish to present and
ideas for themes for future seminars.
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