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Programme of Action consultation template 
 
In responding to this consultation, we would welcome advice on developing the programme generally, 
including in relation to equality issues. Specifically, but not exclusively, it would be helpful to receive 
advice on: 
 
 
The Open University was established in 1969, with its first students enrolling in 1971.  It is a world-
leader in providing innovative and flexible distance learning opportunities at higher education level. It is 
open to people, places, methods and ideas. It promotes educational opportunity and social justice by 
providing high-quality university education to all who wish to realise their ambitions and fulfil their 
potential. 
 
Around 8,000 students across Wales are currently studying with The Open University, enrolled on over 
10,000 modules. There are OU students in every National Assembly for Wales constituency and we are 
the nation’s leading provider of part-time undergraduate higher education.  More than three out of four 
Open University students are in employment while they study and with an open admissions policy, no 
qualifications are necessary to study at degree level.  Over a third of our undergraduate students in 
Wales join us without standard university entry level qualifications. 
 
Taking an all age, open access approach, the University is committed to extending opportunities for 
educational success to those who would otherwise be excluded from higher education. The Open 
University in Wales’ widening access work includes outreach activity that is enhanced by working with 
partners across Wales – including within HEFCW’s HE regions their associated Reaching Wider 
partnerships.  Our other partners include FE Colleges, community based organisations, trade unions and 
employers. Our model of supported open learning is particularly suitable for those whom attending a 
campus would present significant challenges such remoteness, caring responsibilities or disability. Our 
students come from a wide range of backgrounds, including a high number from Communities First 
areas – 18.1% in 2013/14. 
 
As a world leader in education technology, our vast ‘open content’ portfolio includes free study units on 
OpenLearn (including many Wales-related materials) and substantial content on YouTube and on 
iTunesU where we have recorded over 67 million downloads. In 2014, The Open University in Wales 
launched OpenLearn Cymru a free online learning platform providing courses through the medium of 
Welsh. In 2014, for the tenth successive year, The Open University was top in Wales for ‘overall student 
satisfaction’ in the National Student Survey.   
 
1. The extent to which the programme of action will contribute to Welsh Government widening 

access-related expectations. If more could be done, please advise us.  
 
Widening access is core to The Open University in Wales’ mission and we welcome the development of 
this programme for action and are pleased to have the opportunity to comment on it. The focus on 
school and college partnerships with HEIs across Wales is quite rightly an important element of the 
widening access agenda, investment in our younger generation is vital to achieving social justice and 

http://www.open.edu/openlearnworks/course/index.php?categoryid=27
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economic growth.  There is undoubtedly more than can be done to foster strategic, long term 
partnerships and a sense of a shared agenda between the HE sector, FE sector and school sector and we 
are keen to play our part in this activity, bringing the strengths and distinctiveness of the OU to bear.  
 
We are concerned, however, that there is a lack of an all-age approach to the programme. It is our 
opinion that in order to ensure that widening access resources and activities contribute successfully to 
Welsh Government’s widening access expectations it is imperative that an all-age approach be taken.   
The draft programme of action takes a narrow, almost exclusive, focus on just one element of widening 
access: school age children moving into full time higher education. This appears to be to the exclusion of 
adult participation or any reference to the importance of part-time higher education in this agenda.  
Indeed, there are no actions included that support the development of part time learning or technology 
enhanced learning.  
 
Recognising the importance of an all age approach to widening access has been a long term position for 
the Welsh Government, they have repeatedly stated support for this approach through publication of 
the Statement on Higher Education1 and more recently, the 2015 remit letter to HEFCW2.    
  
Therefore, with its the exclusive focus on schools, the current programme of action does not reflect the 
expectations as stated by the Welsh Government, and indeed may serve to hinder their achievement.   
 
Social justice and tackling poverty  
 
In Wales, 23% of people are living in poverty with 44% of those being children or adults in working 
families3 .  Being in work is no longer a protection from poverty, but gaining higher level skills and 
qualifications can offer protection, alongside prospects for greater social mobility. Furthermore, 
participation in higher education in turn leads to various benefits from better health, greater democratic 
engagement and community participation.  Achieving such social justice is a key priority for the Welsh 
Government and the role higher education has to play in this has been made explicit: “Higher education 
should be available to all those with the potential to benefit regardless of age, gender, mode and level of 
study, country of origin and background”4. 
 
In addition, given that part-time students tend to stay within local communities, part-time higher has 
added traction and effects as part of strategies for community development. The recent HESCU report5  
describes learners who stay within their local communities to study as ‘loyals’, it states “Loyals tend to 
be slightly older, were more likely to be women and more likely to have studied part-time than other 
groups. They were more likely to be from a background with lower participation in higher education 

1 Welsh Government, Policy statement on higher education (June 2013), available from: 
http://gov.wales/docs/dcells/publications/130611-statement-en.pdf   
2 Welsh Government, Higher Education Council for Wales remit letter 2015-15, available from: 
http://www.hefcw.ac.uk/documents/about_he_in_wales/wag_priorities_and_policies/2014-15%20Remit%20Letter.pdf  
3 Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Monitoring Poverty and Social Exclusion in Wales 2013 (September 2013), available from: 
http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/monitoring-poverty-wales-2013   
4 Welsh Government, Policy statement on higher education (June 2013), p.15, available from: 
http://gov.wales/docs/dcells/publications/130611-statement-en.pdf   
5 Charlie Ball, Loyals, Stayers, Returners and Incomers: Graduate migration patterns (HESCU: 2015). Available  at 
http://www.hecsu.ac.uk/assets/assets/documents/hecsu_graduate_migration_report_january_15.pdf 

                                                 

http://gov.wales/docs/dcells/publications/130611-statement-en.pdf
http://www.hefcw.ac.uk/documents/about_he_in_wales/wag_priorities_and_policies/2014-15%20Remit%20Letter.pdf
http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/monitoring-poverty-wales-2013
http://gov.wales/docs/dcells/publications/130611-statement-en.pdf
http://www.hecsu.ac.uk/assets/assets/documents/hecsu_graduate_migration_report_january_15.pdf
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(HE), and to have a job in education.”  The added benefit to this is the example these parents are setting 
to their children in terms of family learning.  If adults are excluded from widening access, then there is a 
danger that family learning activities, and the wider benefits this brings, will suffer.  
 
Failing to address participation rates of adults in higher education fails to address the Government’s 
fundamental priority of achieving social justice for all. By concentrating the majority of widening access 
focus and therefore funding on school age, we risk marginalising whole groups within our population 
and disregard the important role adult learning has to play in helping to develop resilient and cohesive 
communities. 
 
Economic growth and workforce modernisation 
The Welsh Government priority of economic growth means that seeking to increase the proportion and 
absolute number of adults participating in higher education is essential, primarily due to the expected 
demographic changes of the coming years. Most of the Welsh workforce of the 2020s is already in work6 
and will need flexible learning options to attain the higher skills levels necessary to ensure economic 
growth. We cannot rely on what will be a declining inflow of new graduates from full-time programmes. 
Therefore increased skills and qualifications are needed for our current workforce, as well as our future 
one. 
 
For instance, this situation is a serious challenge facing our Welsh public services, such as schools, social 
care and hospitals, in addition to similar challenges in the private sector. Due to the demographic 
changes mentioned above, many professions do not expect to be able to replace retiring graduates with 
new graduates.  The 2014 Institute of Fiscal Studies briefing note on future public service workforce 
configuration7 highlighted educational deficits amongst teaching assistants in England and Wales. To 
address this, organisations will need to reconfigure roles and support lower skilled colleagues to gain 
further education qualifications,  such as Cert He/ Dip HE or Degrees.  
 
Therefore the needs of our economy insist that widening access to higher education of our adult 
population is given parity alongside the initiatives for those of school age.  The action plan as it stands 
gives too much focus to the latter, to the detriment of the former.  
  
Parity between full time and part time provision 
The Welsh Government has stressed the importance of part time and adult education, yet it has been 
stated that the current HE funding system has led to a skewing of public investment from part-time to 
full-time undergraduate provision, as noted in the Wales Audit Office report8.  There is a danger that the 
programme of action signals this lack of parity has begun to move into the widening access agenda.   
The sector and wider society, would benefit from having one all age widening access programme of  
action that included how the sector intended to widen participation in a more holistic sense, for Wales 
and across Wales – this would include:  

6 The Leitch Review of Skills written for the UK Government in 2006 stated that “Today, over 70 per cent of our 2020 workforce have 
already completed their compulsory education.” Leitch Review of Skills (2006), p.1. Available at 
http://www.delni.gov.uk/leitch_finalreport051206[1]-2.pdf 
7 Institute for Fiscal Studies, The public sector workforce: past, present and future (February 2014), available from: 
http://www.ifs.org.uk/bns/bn145.pdf  
8 Wales Audit Office, Higher Education Finances (2013), p.12 available at 
http://www.wao.gov.uk/system/files/publications/HE_Finances_English_2013.pdf  

                                                 

http://www.delni.gov.uk/leitch_finalreport051206%5b1%5d-2.pdf
http://www.ifs.org.uk/bns/bn145.pdf
http://www.wao.gov.uk/system/files/publications/HE_Finances_English_2013.pdf
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• Including beneficiaries from schools, colleges and the wider adult population 
• Entry into higher via full time and part time, as well as distance  
• Retention and success, including qualification success and post-graduation success 

 
2. The extent to which the identified actions will support the sector to improve widening access to 

higher education opportunities and our priorities, as set out in our Corporate Strategy widening 
access theme9 and WA Strategic Approach.  If there are gaps in the programme, please advise us. 

 
The Open University in Wales recognises the importance of school age approaches to widening access 
and supports their inclusion in the programme of action.  It is only right that the hardest to reach of our 
younger generations are given equitable opportunities to consider and succeed in higher education 
compared to their peers. However, we believe that this programme’s almost exclusive focus on school 
age is to the exclusion of, and therefore detriment of, adult participation.   
 
In HEFCW’s Corporate Strategy10, Strategic Approach to Widening Access11 and Part-time Higher 
Education Position Statement12 emphasise the importance of an ‘all age’ approach throughout.  This is 
in relation to social justice as well as economic growth:  
 
Social justice: HEFCW is promoting inclusive approaches to widening access and equality of opportunity 
of those of all ages and for all modes of study as it recognises that anything less would fail to achieve 
meaningful social justice for Wales  
 
Economic growth: HEFCW recognises the need for widening access approaches to take an all age 
approach as anything less would fail to meet the needs of our economy.  The Strategic Approach 
references the demographic changes that pose a challenge to meeting the skills gap in our work forces 
and the importance of reskilling current workers. In order to achieve a prosperous economy in Wales, 
HEFCW recognises the need to take an all age approach to widening access and equality of opportunity.  
 
It is therefore a concern that the programme of action fails to reflect the importance of all age and all 
mode approach – and therefore risks undermining progress towards social justice and economic growth.  
 
It is a concern that, even with the support of the Welsh Government and HEFCW for part time provision, 
the current HE funding system does not give parity of funding between full time and part time.  There is 
a danger that the programme of action signals this lack of parity has begun to move into the widening 
access agenda.   
The sector and wider society would benefit from having one all age widening access programme of 
action that included how the sector intended to widen participation in the broader sense, for Wales and 

9 HEFCW Corporate Strategy widening access theme, p. 11 
10 Higher Education Funding Council for Wales, Corporate Strategy 2013-14 – 2015-16 (2013), available from: 
https://www.hefcw.ac.uk/documents/publications/corporate_documents/Corporate%20Strategy%202013-14-2015-16.pdf  
11 Higher Education Funding Council for Wales, Strategic Approach to Widening Access to Higher Education 2013/14 to 2015/16 (July 2014), 
available from: 
http://www.hefcw.ac.uk/documents/publications/circulars/circulars_2014/W14%2032HE%20Strategic%20Approach%20to%20Widening%
20Access%20to%20Higher%20Education%202013_14%20to%202015_16.pdf  
12 Higher Education Funding Council for Wales, HEFCW’s Part-time Higher Education Position Statement (June 2014), available from: 
http://www.hefcw.ac.uk/documents/publications/circulars/circulars_2014/W14%2024HE%20HEFCW%20Part-
time%20Higher%20Education%20Position%20Statement.pdf  
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across Wales – this would include:  
• Including beneficiaries from schools, colleges and the wider adult population 
• Entry into higher via full time and part time, as well as distance  
• Retention and success, including qualification success and post-graduation success 

 
HEFCW does note its willingness to ‘evaluate and redefine’ its definition of widening access to ‘advance 
equality of opportunity’ but we are not convinced that the exclusion of adult and part-time widening 
access, such a central theme of its widening access approach, contributes to any advancement in this 
agenda.  Indeed, we are gravely concerned this is a retrograde action which could have long lasting 
negative implications on the population and economy of Wales.  
 
3. Specifically in relation to universities’ partnerships with schools and colleges, are there innovative, 

low-cost/no cost developments we should consider to improve progression to, through and 
beyond higher education? 

 
In order to ensure sustainability, an effective widening access programme of action would need to allow 
different institutions and initiatives to play to their strengths.  There are institutions that have 
overarching institutional strategies that involve recruiting from schools and the school to campus 
transition. It is therefore only right that they should continue to focus on such activities.  There are other 
institutions, such as The Open University in Wales that focus on adult education via part-time, digital 
and flexible provision and such approaches should also be recognised with parity.   
 
Open Education Resources for schools 
As the largest provider of part time undergraduate study in Wales and the leader in technology 
enhanced learning, The Open University in Wales has the potential to contribute significantly to this 
agenda, if enabled to play to its strengths. For instance, The Open University in Wales has an extensive 
range of open educational resources*. This content is higher education calibre, free to use and free to 
reuse by educators, all accessible via the web.  Subject content includes a full range from sciences, to 
technology, to the arts.  If educators were aware and confident in using the resources available they 
could be used to aid existing provision, whether to meet curriculum needs or enrichment requirements, 
or indeed provide something extra for those defined as more able and talented.  In addition, this 
content could be targeted to teachers in terms of continuing professional development, whether that be 
enhancement of their own subject areas or introducing them to new subject areas (aiding a chemistry 
teacher to effectively teach physics for instance).  
 
The Open University in Wales is in an excellent position to offer this to the sector if enabled with the 
support of HEFCW.  It could be a valuable resource in terms of offering something no other institution 
can, but can work to complement the other worthy interventions being undertaken between 
universities and schools.   
 
Young Applicants in Schools and Colleges (YASS) 
The Open University YASS programme, already successfully established in Scotland and operating in 
Wales to a more modest extent, offers a range of introductory OU science modules to be studied in 
addition to AS levels. This is targeted at More Able and Talented (MAT) young people and others 
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pursuing a university place in high demand institutions and needing to stand out against other 
applicants. The programme supplements the existing Key Stage 5 offer and both extends knowledge and 
provides opportunities to differentiate themselves during application and admission interview.  
 
This particularly beneficial for those excluded from traditional enrichment activities in various ways e.g.  
those in rural parts, young carers, first time applicants from disadvantaged family backgrounds. 
Completing one of these courses allows the pupil to include the following in their UCAS application and 
in any interview stage: demonstrable understanding and commitment to their subject of choice, 
demonstrable success at already studying at HE level, and ability and willingness to go beyond the 
curriculum.   
 
The YASS programme has already helped many non-traditional applicants go on and succeed at 
university.  If extended it could support many more MAT students across Wales, helping them attain at 
A-level and secure a place at university.  
 
* for a full list of our open educational resource offer go to  www.open.ac.uk/wales/study/free-online-
learning  
 
4. Whether there are additional innovative approaches we should consider, taking account of 

resource constraints, and, if so, how might we implement and monitor them? 
 
Open Education Resources for adults 
Open Education Resources (OER) could be strategically utilised for widening access of adult learners.  
This is already something the Open University in Wales undertakes using its own OER – an initiative 
called OpenLearn Champions uses the ‘train the trainer’ model to upskill those working in local 
communities on the OU’s OER offer and how to use it with learners; and Pathways to Success helps 
support and navigate learners through the Open University’s OpenLearn website.  
 
A co-ordinated and strategic approach led from HEFCW could focus similar activities with a greater 
number of adults in priority groups – bridging gaps in provision, extending digital engagement and 
broadening learning opportunities.  Due to the digital nature of the programme, monitoring and tracking 
could be embedded within the system to monitor outcomes.  
 
(More information on OpenLearn Champions can be found at 
http://www.open.ac.uk/wales/openlearnchampions) and Pathways to Success at 
http://www.open.ac.uk/wales/pathways). 
 
Family learning initiatives Models of outreach need not focus exclusively on younger people or 
exclusively on older people; there are models that work with both, such as a family learning approach.  
As part of the South West Reaching Wider partnership, the Open University is leading on a family 
learning engagement initiative “Steps into STEM”.  This has been running in the Neath Port Talbot area 
since January 2014 and is due to continue on until July 2015. The project has created a series of 
workshops which see parents/guardians undertaking STEM experiments alongside their children, out of 
schools hours but in the school location.  

http://www.open.ac.uk/wales/study/free-online-learning
http://www.open.ac.uk/wales/study/free-online-learning
http://www.open.ac.uk/wales/openlearnchampions
http://www.open.ac.uk/wales/pathways
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This introduces adults to new learning opportunities – encouraging and inspiring them to consider 
further learning;  whilst simultaneously enriching the child’s curriculum and subject understanding – 
encouraging both attainment and aspiration rising.  This model prioritises both the adult and younger 
learner, and can lead to benefits to all the individuals involved.  More information on ‘Step into STEM’ 
can be found here.  
 
5. Whether there are any aspects of the programme, or its implementation, that might impact 

negatively, or have unintended consequences for, individuals with protected characteristics or 
individuals under-represented in higher education13? 

 
The programme of action as it stands focuses on widening access to higher education for younger 
people, to the exclusion of those above school age.  Age is a protected characteristic and this policy 
approach, should it be implemented would be to the detriment of people beyond school age, purely due 
to their age.   
 
In addition, this issue is further compounded when we consider harder to reach and under-represented 
groups who are also above school age.  For example certain ethnic minority groups and those with 
disabilities – should these people also happen to be above school age, they will also be marginalised 
from any widening access work.  
 
This is not in the spirit of either the Welsh Governments priorities, or any strategies outlined by HEFCW.   
 
6. Are there any equality and diversity, sustainability, or Welsh medium issues that should be 

considered further in developing the draft programme of action? 
 
The programme of action as it stands focuses on widening participation to higher education for younger 
people, to the exclusion of those above school age.  Age is a protected characteristic and this policy 
approach, should it be implemented would be to the detriment of those beyond school age, purely due 
to their age.  It could be argued that there are moral implications to this approach, if not legal ones.  
 
In addition, this issue is further compounded when we consider harder to reach and under-represented 
groups who are also above school age.  For example those from lower socio-economic groups, poorer 
areas – as well as those from ethnic minority groups and with disabilities – should these people also be 
above school age, they will also be marginalised from any widening access work.  
 
This is not in the spirit of either the Welsh Governments priorities, or any strategies outlined by HEFCW.  
 
7. If you have any comments which do not specifically relate to any of the questions outlined above, 

please use this space to report them. 
 
The reports listed below may provide useful additional information on the position of part-time higher 

13 Protected characteristics are: age; disability; gender reassignment; marriage and civil partnership; pregnancy 
and maternity; race; religion or belief; sex; sexual orientation.   

                                                 

http://www.open.ac.uk/wales/partnerships/working-community/steps-stem-project
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education in England, and in some cases, across the United Kingdom: 
 

- HEPI, Flexible Learning: Wrapping Higher Education Around the Needs of Part-Time Students 
(2013)  

- Universities UK, The power of part-time: Review of part-time and mature higher education (2013) 
- Oxford Economics, Macroeconomic influences on the demand for part-time higher education in 

the UK (2014) 
- HEFCE, Pressure from all sides: Economic and policy influences on part-time higher education 

(2014) 
- Clare Callender, The demise of part-time undergraduate higher education in England: who 

cares?, Institute of Education (2014) 
 
 
 

http://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/HEPI-Report-60-Full-report.pdf
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Pages/PartTimeExecutiveSummary.aspx
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/rereports/year/2014/ptdemand/
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/rereports/year/2014/ptdemand/
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/news/newsarchive/2014/news87098.html
http://www.ioe.ac.uk/about/documents/About_Policies/Callender_-_FINAL3_.pdf
http://www.ioe.ac.uk/about/documents/About_Policies/Callender_-_FINAL3_.pdf

