Oxford University Access Lecture 1 December 2009 
Unfinished business in widening participation: the end of the beginning 

Over a decade has gone by since ‘Learning works’ the report of the 

Widening Participation committee of enquiry, which I chaired, was presented to the then Further Education Funding Council.  

My report set out an agenda to catalyse a step-change in improving access to post-16 learning in further and higher education and reflected on the very low participation rates in education for people of all ages from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Back in 1997, the participation rate in higher education for those from social classes I and II was considerably higher, at 62%, than the rate for people from social class V, which stood at the lamentably low level of 1%. 

This gap has narrowed over the last 12 years, and yet massive discrepancies between the ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ still exist. Sadly the observation we made in ‘Learning Works’ that

If at first you don’t succeed, you don’t succeed’ remains as true today as it did over a decade ago 

A series of independent reports published last year by the National Audit Office, the Higher Education Funding Council for England and the Office of Fair Access all revealed that still more than twice the proportion of people from upper socio-economic groups continue to enter higher education compared to those from lower socio-economic groups.

‘Learning works’ also made the case for encouraging increasing participation in ‘ongoing learning’ or ‘lifelong learning’ through the continual extension of ‘ladders’ linking further and higher education, thus creating a climbing frame of opportunity. 

I am pleased therefore that this hope is now bearing fruit through the HE in FE enhancement programme, which encourages the development of HE, strategies in FE colleges.

And it is true that the last decade has certainly seen a raft of other governmental policy initiatives, like this one, aimed at improving low participation rates in HE by certain sections of the population, including women, some ethnic groups, and those who are socially, economically, emotionally and geographically disadvantaged. 

These initiatives include the

· establishment of the Office of Fair Access, OFFA,  to regulate access to HE for non traditional entrants by ensuring that HE institutions provide outreach services and bursaries to disadvantaged entrants

· introduction and funding of Aim Higher programmes to raise the awareness and aspirations of young people

· setting up and funding of  Lifelong Learning Networks to improve progression of vocational learners from the FE sector 

· offer of a range of new qualifications, such as Foundation degrees, together with different modes of delivery, to engage and retain students from underrepresented groups

· restoration, latterly, of grants to students from lower income families (NB this is a rather belated action– having abolished the system in 1997)

· increase in grant support for part-time students

· launch  of the ‘new university challenge’ to address geographical disadvantage for those wishing to access HE in areas of under-provision, with the aim of expanding provision in 20 towns by creating university campuses or centres with up to 10,000 new student places over the next six years.

· and, to address the most fundamental educational inequality in our society  all four countries of the UK launched major strategies to address literacy, numeracy and English language issues.   Their initiatives were based on the damning findings of the OECD’s International Adult Literacy Survey, which reported in the late 1990s. The largest of these, ‘Skills for Life’ in England has reached millions of disenfranchised adults, some of whom have since progressed all the way through FE to HE

It is right to support these interventions and acknowledge that they are genuine attempts to address the deplorable situation I first encountered when I became involved in the worlds of further and higher education over a decade ago

However, although much has been accomplished in the last 10 years, there is still a great deal to be done, as all the recent reports I have referred to point out. 

For this reason, I remain a passionate advocate for disadvantaged groups in Further & Higher Education, and it is a privilege to be President of the Helena Kennedy Foundation, the independent educational charity established in my name to take forward the recommendations of ‘Learning Works’ 

However, the simple fact is that we are still some way from ensuring that all groups in the population have equal and fair access to further and higher education, despite is improvements in participation rates from previously under-represented groups, 

I am talking about people who

· left school at 16 with few or no qualifications, were labelled as failures by the system and found themselves in a string of unrewarding and low paid jobs, before recognising the need as more mature adults to obtain a degree  and gain higher level skills in order to improve their job prospects and quality of life

· made unsuitable career and course choices early on in their lives and wish to retrain and acquire higher level skills

· lack parental and family support and find it difficult to break the cycle of social deprivation
· are lone parents, sometimes from an early age due to an experience of teenage pregnancy;  are on benefits or low incomes because of low skill levels and most likely come from poor and socially deprived communities

· have spent their childhood in care

· with disabilities frequently labelled failures by the education system often because of undiagnosed learning difficulties such as dyslexia

· people who struggle with literacy, numeracy and English for Speakers of other languages (ESOL) whom the major initiatives like Skills for Life have not prioritised.  I’m talking about those at pre-Entry and Entry levels, who will take longer to meet the Government’s level 1 and 2 targets than an impatient policy regime and funding systems can tolerate.  Ironically, then, those most in need of help have been left behind in just those initiatives created to help them.   A classic example of a well-meaning policy with perverse consequences.

· students with a history of severe health problems or emotional and mental health difficulties, sometimes as a result of a serious accident or life-threatening illness that has altered the way they live their lives and for whom education is a life-saver

· are from black and some minority ethnic communities

· ex-offenders struggling to break a cycle of re-offending

· ex-alcoholics and ex-drug addicts who have realised that education can support their rehabilitation process

· victims of sexual abuse or domestic violence struggling to lift their personal lives out of misery through education

I make no apology for citing this long list of people  

They do exist, they are your students, some are my clients, and they are all our neighbours 
It is right that their voices are heard and their struggles to overcome huge personal challenges and trauma to gain entry to our higher education institutions are acknowledged. 

As part of the Foundation’s 10th Anniversary activities, we worked with the Learning and Skills Network to commission and publish a collection of essays that attempts to establish where we are today on the issue of widening participation and exactly what we have achieved since my report ‘Leaning Works’. 

The result is the document ‘Unfinished business in widening participation: the end of the beginning’ a collection of essays written by expert observers and practitioners in further and higher education that draws together different perspectives on the progress of widening participation over the last 10 years.

I have therefore taken this as a major theme for today’s lecture. The Foundation’s own research confirms, and illustrates, the conclusions of all the other reports to which I have already referred.  To these reports must now be added the research and policy recommendations of a further national initiative.   Two years ago, the national organisation for adult learning, NIACE, commissioned an Independent Inquiry into the Future of Lifelong Learning – IFLL - chaired by Professor Sir David Watson.   NIACE, as many of you will know, has campaigned tirelessly for decades on behalf of learners and learning, producing evidence to advocate for widening participation in adult learning in FE, HE. Workplaces, families and communities.   ‘Learning Through Life’, the final report of the IFLL, written by Tom Schuller and David Watson, sets out an agenda which my Foundation completely endorses.  I’m delighted this new blueprint for a better future exists.  Now we must fight to make it a reality.   I will return to its main findings later in my speech.
It is clear from so much work that there remains a significant amount to be done – and that can be done to ensure that more people form disadvantaged backgrounds gain access to university degree opportunities
The challenge we gave to the writers of the Foundation’s report ‘Unfinished Business’ was to review the progress that has been made in the past decade in widening participation in the UK by those from lower socio-economic groups in further and higher education and to highlight what more could be done

As I have acknowledged, tackling this issue has been a declared priority by the government since 1997.  Every Secretary of State and Minister for Higher Education during the last twelve years has followed the leads given by Prime Ministers Tony Blair and Gordon Brown in stressing the importance to the UK society and to the economy of raising skills levels and increasing participation into higher education of those from the widest possible range of social and economic backgrounds.  We have been constantly reminded that a having a university degree is worth over £100,000 net of tax more to a person than if they finish their education at A-level. 

However, despite the funds given by government to higher education for these many initiatives there remain serious concerns that progress is too slow. As the commentators in our report illustrate, UK governments have made too many diverse, unconnected, poorly thought through and sometimes knee-jerk changes – resulting in failure to achieve significant, coherent and consistent progress across the system UK-wide. 

At the beginning of the decade, it was still reasonably easy to talk about a UK higher education system as a whole but devolution, with different emphases and funding bases between England, Scotland and Wales has led to greater divergence between the constituent countries – and consequently noticeable variety in the nature of the student experience in Higher Education.

Research has played a significant role in helping us to better understand some of the causes of low participation. Through exploration of data from schools, colleges and universities, we are now beginning to gain a deeper insight into the reasons for low participation in higher education by certain groups in our community. 

Perhaps surprising to note is that poor achievement early on in the education system, rather than a family’s economic status, appears to be one of the key predictors of low likelihood of participating in higher education. 

Although a family’s socio-economic background does influence both the level of aspiration of a young person and their attainment at school, it is the latter that acts as the more significant barrier to that young person’s belief that the higher education route is the one for them to take. 

Furthermore, the demographics of our HE student base remain remarkably and disturbingly unchanged.  

It is true that there has been considerable growth overall in the numbers of students in English universities but the proportional increase in participation by lower socio-economic groups has been disappointingly small, reflecting a point made by one of the contributors to our report, Professor Miriam David, that life inequalities in our society are maintained in our Higher Education system.

And the social composition of universities is not uniform.

The post-1992 universities, largely the former polytechnics, have a significantly greater proportion of students coming from the less educationally privileged members of society. 

In his contribution to the report, Geoff Stanton contrasts the educational trajectory of those young people who follow what he describes as the ‘royal route’ achieving five or more ‘good’ GCSEs by May of their sixteenth year with those who do not. 

The former are much more likely to progress to their chosen university, which is normally the more prestigious and better resourced older establishment, to study an ‘academic’ subject and to progress seamlessly into what Will Hutton describes as the careers of ‘gentlemanly capitalism’. 

The latter group of young people, if they stay in education at all after the compulsory leaving age, are likely to progress through the FE route to more vocationally oriented areas of study. 

They may move on to one of the less prestigious and more poorly funded universities to study a less traditional subject and then try to break into the graduate career market. 

Those from this group may well not wish, or have the opportunity, to study for a traditional honours degree or to study as a full-time student and as we at the Foundation know only too well, if they follow the less conventional route they will almost certainly find that the levels of financial support open to them are restricted. 

It is a tragedy that successive governments have failed to grasp the diversity of modes of study when devising student support mechanisms. It is only recently that Ministers have recognised that students who choose part-time higher education study should be offered some parity of treatment with full-time students and there is still much to campaign for in this area.

For a significant number of people, however the ‘royal route’ to HE remains barred and this is where the importance of the further and adult education sectors comes to prominence. 

In their paper in our report, Professor Les Ebdon and Steve Kendall from the University of Bedfordshire describe the operation of successful University - FE partnerships – good exemplars of the lifelong learning ladders I had in mind in Learning Works  

By building effective partnerships with local schools, FE colleges and communities, a range of flexible access routes into Higher Education for those who have not had the privileges of the ‘royal route’  or people who are not ready to go on to university at 18 in a ‘standard way’ are made possible. And these students also tend to represent a highly diverse section of the population in terms of social class, ethnicity, gender and disability. 

Geoff Hall and Hugh David give a view from FE, describing some of the characteristics of young people from disadvantaged areas, drawing particularly on their experiences in Nottingham. 

This is an example of a city where there are two large established universities, one a member of the Russell Group, yet also areas of high educational disadvantage close by.

Their findings echo the findings of Geoff Stanton that the less advantaged groups of students are more likely to be found in FE than in schools or Sixth

Form colleges. 

These students are more likely to remain in their local communities and so the challenge for the colleges and universities is to develop local opportunities to provide routes for progression. 

They point to the role of foundation degrees and similar programmes that link with local businesses and organisations. At present, the UK economy is facing serious problems and it is possible that one early consequence may be the reduction of the business–HE and FE partnerships that support such 

programmes as the business community seeks ways of reducing overhead costs.

There is a danger in debates such as these of being parochial and looking only within existing structures and experiences to find ways forward.

Richard Brown brings a different perspective by comparing English FE/HE relationships with the community colleges and universities in the US

There are interesting ideas that deserve serious discussion as we look forward.

The US experience shows that two-year programmes can be valued both as ‘end’ qualifications in their own right and as routes into full degrees. There is less recognition of the value of these programmes in England, even though

Foundation degrees are slowly becoming more established. The US system of credit transfer seems to work much more effectively than the tentative steps taken so far in this country.

Debates about widening participation and higher education often lack much consideration of the experiences of those directly involved – the students.

Kate Watters conducted a focus group of students who have received Helena Kennedy Foundation bursaries. Her paper reports some of the experiences of such students with some interesting messages for policymakers and institutions. Some students give examples of supportive earlier school experiences but others report a dismissive and unsupportive system for those who do not fit the normal model of a ‘successful’ student. There are uncomfortable messages too for universities in the way students with less conventional backgrounds feel about their experiences, particularly early on.

The findings of ‘Unfinished business’ build on the evidence gathered for ‘Learning Works’ 

It is good that widening participation has had a high profile in policy debates over the last decade – and there is still much to do. The objective of opening up opportunities in higher education to those who have suffered educational and social disadvantage of many types and who come from the less affluent sectors of the community is laudable but is far from fulfilled. 

So our report identifies several strands where change is needed and could be made 

For example by

· providing greater pastoral and pre-university support to disadvantaged students 

· introducing funding regimes that adequately support part-time and intermittent study and do not inadvertently act against  universities that educate the most disadvantaged students

· recognizing the need for different pedagogic approaches to be used for people from different backgrounds and with different learning needs and that modules of learning that do not necessarily add up to a full degree may be the right model for many students and should be ‘credited’ 

· removing the sterile distinction between ‘vocational’ and ‘academic’ qualifications at both pre and post higher education levels

· celebrating more widely the success of those students and the institutions that support them to achieve despite social, cultural and economic disadvantages

· encouraging  more employers to recognize  that talent can be found everywhere, not just in the few universities that league table compilers tell them are ‘the best’

And finally, as we know through our experience with the hundreds of students supported through the Foundation of the last decade,

· by targeting small amounts of money and support  towards some of the most disadvantaged and deprived students whilst they are still in the further education system and as they make the transition in HE
The idea of providing a small amount of money, a non repayable bursary, to students in desperate need at a vulnerable point in their transition from FE to HE is so blindingly obvious that several years after the establishment of the Foundation, the government itself picked up the idea on a national scale and introduced the requirement that ‘widening participation bursaries’ were offered by all English Universities. 

However, the findings of the recent Universities UK (UUK) report reveal significant weaknesses in many of these university bursary schemes and as I have indicated in this lecture, several other reports also confirm that overall there has been scant improvement in the numbers and types of students from non traditional backgrounds applying to university and consequently little change in the profile of the overall university population – despite the millions of pounds of government money distributed through universities in an attempt to widen participation amongst disadvantaged groups.  

The UUK findings corroborate what the report from Office of Fair Access (OFFA) also highlighted - that a significant percentage of students currently at university fails to claim bursary monies for which they are eligible and from which they could undoubtedly benefit.  
This is nothing short of a national disgrace, as well as an avoidable hardship for students themselves - not least because credible channels and tested mechanisms exist by which this problem can be largely alleviated. 

The Helena Kennedy Foundation has pioneered the establishment of a national bursary fund to tackle social injustice and assist social mobility by taking a small practical social action. The Foundation has supported large numbers of disadvantaged FE students to progress to and succeed in higher education and employment through the provision of easily accessible and administratively low cost bursaries.  Money really does talk if you make sure it gets effortlessly to the students most in need.  

What the Foundation has learnt is that it’s a question of understanding your market and effectively targeting potential customers. 

The key to success is identification of student need in the right place (in our case in our partner FE colleges), in the right way (through tutors who know individual student circumstances, culture and background) and at the right time (well before entrance to university).  In this way, the issue of students not being aware that they were entitled to support can be dealt with.

We have also learnt, from the experiences of our award winners, that it is not only money that is important in giving ‘widening participation’ students the best chance of success in HE and beyond.  By providing the kind of support and mentoring that many of our students cannot take for granted, together with opportunities to develop skills and gain experience relevant to their chosen career, we can ensure that when our students complete their degree course and enter the job market they do so on a level playing field with their more privileged peers.   

In the last decade, through partnership working with FE colleges, adult and community centres and higher education institutions, the Foundation has grown into the sector’s own independent national charity, awarding annual bursaries to a wide range of ‘widening participation’ students who are desperately in need of a smattering of financial help.  

Demand far outstrips supply.  Although this year we awarded over a hundred and fifty bursaries, we could have given out ten times that number if we had had a fraction of the money that lies unclaimed in university coffers.  

There is no shortage of applicants. The Helena Kennedy Foundation helps universities by ensuring that any unspent funds reach students in need. 

Universities work with us to encourage applications to their courses by ‘badging’ bursaries that are targeted towards the large and often neglected pool of talented students in FE and the Foundation carries out all the administration and selection for the university 

When the findings of ‘Learning works’ were published, I had no idea that a little over a decade later the Foundation’s work would have made such a direct, significant and personal impact on the lives of so many disadvantaged students, and that they would feel so inspired by their experience that they themselves would want to give back to others.

The Foundation’s students, all of whom have overcome significant and often multiple disadvantages, go on to be successful in obtaining higher education degrees in a wide range of subjects.

Over a decade on, we now need to concentrate on making a better future for learning, which builds on our successes and creates a system that really is for everyone.  No lesser ambition will do.  To achieve it, we need to use all the persuasiveness, advocacy skills and evidence at our disposal.  Potentially, we have powerful alliances to build.    

In this context, let me return briefly to the Report of the Independent Inquiry into the Future of Lifelong Learning, which NIACE has sponsored.   Its final report  - Learning Through Life - is a powerful document and gives us so many tools with which to craft a better future.   It is also beautifully written – no excuse for not making it your bedtime reading to refresh your energies for action.   It’s ten key recommendations are worth mentioning:

1. Base lifelong learning policy on a new model of the educational life course, with four key stages (up to 25; 25-50; 50-75; 75+).   You don’t need me to tell you that this last group is the fastest growing and has benefited least from education in the past – and women are its dominant group!

2. Re-balance resources fairly and sensibly across the different life stages
3. Build a set of learning entitlements, to strengthen access, choice and motivation to learn
4. Engineer flexibility through a system of credit and by encouraging more part-time learners: with more flexible funding to match across FE and HE

5. Improve the quality of work:  there has been much emphasis on increasing the volume of skills – what about how they are learned used and developed?
6. Build a curriculum framework for citizens’ capabilities  - to give people more control over their lives and participation in society

7. Broaden and strengthen the capacity of the lifelong learning workforce
8. Revive local responsibility – the current system is far to over-centralised
9. Within national frameworks coordinate learning across the four countries of the UK – and ensure, for example, that the learning and action we all need to do about climate change is learning together for a common purpose

10.  Make the system more intelligent –by enabling open debate and information-sharing to flourish and proper evaluation to be conducted so that we can offer existing, new and potential learners the best possible opportunities

A wonderful agenda - but the messages from the Foundations research, from ‘Unfinished Business’ and from the NIACE initiative need to be the springboards for action.  All of us in education or who believe learning is essential to everyone’s future must build alliances with a renewed sense of urgency.  
I am proud of what the Foundation has achieved and look forward to what it will achieve in the future. Our students succeed against the odds – living proof that education defeats poverty, that learning is a route to active citizenship and inspires us to give something back.

It has been a pleasure to give something back to you today. I hope I succeeded in convincing you that despite the progress made there is still much we can and should all do to continue to improve and access to education to some of the most disadvantaged groups in our society. In the words of Winston Churchill: ‘This is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end. But it is perhaps the end of the beginning.’
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