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In 2012, I launched Access to Success, my
Department’s widening participation strategy for higher
education. The underlying ideal within that strategy is
that everyone with the potential to benefit from higher
education should have equal opportunity to do so,
irrespective of their social or personal background.

Our higher education institutions exist to promote
knowledge, skills and research to enrich our
understanding of, and contribution to, our society. In doing
so, they add significant value to the economic, social,

cultural and educational capital of Northern Ireland. Higher education brings important benefits
to individuals, and equality of opportunity brings major public benefit, enabling people to be
dynamic and engaged citizens, and is vital to encouraging social mobility and economic growth.

However, to achieve the very highest standards, our educational institutions must have access
to the very best pools of talent within the student body. At the same time, talented individuals
must be able to access the higher education that is right for them.

Widening participation in higher education by students from disadvantaged backgrounds is a
key strategic goal for my Department. I am committed to a future vision of higher education in
which the people who are most able but least likely to participate, are given every
encouragement and support to achieve the necessary qualifications to apply to and to
successfully complete the higher education programme that is right for them.

This is the first annual report on the progress made to implement the strategy. It is also our
first year of monitoring the performance of our local higher educational institutions under the
arrangements introduced by Access to Success. Previously, this work was conducted by the
Office for Fair Access (OFFA) and reported at United Kingdom level. This is the first year of
reporting separately on Northern Ireland’s institutions and, of course, it will take time for us to
understand the full impact of the changes made. Therefore, this should be viewed as a
transitional year.

The primary funding for the institutions’ widening participation work comes from the additional
student income obtained from the higher than basic student fee. While my Department sets a
minimum amount that an institution must spend on widening participation, institutions have a
high degree of flexibility on how much and where they make that investment but with an
expectation of higher investment levels from those institutions with the furthest distance to
travel to attract students from under-represented groups. It is pleasing to note that the
institutions are investing in widening participation throughout the student life-cycle, from 
pre-entry outreach to support for student retention and progression from higher education.

FOREWORD FROM THE MINISTER
DR STEPHEN FARRY, MLA, MINISTER
FOR EMPLOYMENT AND LEARNING 
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This report shows how individual institutions, and the sector as a whole, performed against
the Access Agreements for 2012-13. It then examines the current commitments and
takes a forward look to the institution’s plans to widen participation in their higher
education programmes in 2015-16.

Our overall approach to widening participation is best characterised as promoting greater
strategic alignment within the institutions’ overall strategic goals, and enhanced cohesion
of effort across institutions. The diversity and autonomy of our institutions are great
strengths and our colleges and universities work best when presented with a challenge
rather than a prescriptive solution. Access to Success seeks to create an environment in
which work to improve access into, and to promote successful progression through, higher
education can thrive. My Department will help to promote, facilitate and coordinate the
contributions of all stakeholders to ensure that investment in this key area delivers the
best possible outcome for the student, the economy and the public. 

We will continue to challenge the institutions to give of their best in this area. My
Department will only grant approval for Widening Access and Participation Plans that
demonstrate ambition and where targets represent a balanced view of an institution’s
required performance. We will continue to seek clear evidenced-based assessments of
what works in widening access and participation. 

My last two university grant letters confirmed that widening participation in higher
education remains a strategic priority for the Executive.  There is no short term solution
available to ensure equality of access to higher education. However, if the strategy is
appropriately resourced and implemented effectively, with support from all stakeholders, it
will create lasting and tangible benefits for individual students and for society as a whole. 

DR STEPHEN FARRY, MLA
MINISTER FOR EMPLOYMENT AND LEARNING
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1. INTRODUCTION
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Purpose of this Report

1.1 The purpose of this report is to provide an update on progress towards widening
participation in higher education since the publication of Access to Success in
September 2012. It also presents the results of the Department for Employment and
Learning’s monitoring of the Universities’ and Further Education Colleges’ Access
Agreements and Widening Participation Strategic Assessments for the 2012-13
academic year.

Implementation of Access to Success

1.2 Widening participation in higher education by students from those groups which are
currently under represented, in particular students from disadvantaged backgrounds
and those with disabilities and learning difficulties, is one of the Department’s key
strategic goals.

1.3 The Department’s vision for widening participation is that any qualified individual
should be able to gain access to the Higher Education that is right for them,
irrespective of their personal or social background.  Northern Ireland has the highest
participation rate of any area of the UK and has the best record of attracting students
from low-income backgrounds into higher education.

1.4 However, although there has been success in achieving the objectives of raising the
motivation, aspirations and performance of students who otherwise may not have
considered going to higher education; there remain some stubborn pockets of
underrepresentation, including from Socio-Economic Classification Groups 5 and 7 and
from areas of high economic deprivation.

1.5 It was against this background that the Department published Access to Success,
the integrated Regional Strategy for Widening Participation in Higher Education in
2012.  The overall thrust of the strategy is to focus, as much as possible, on individual
students; with the overarching aim of trying to help local higher education providers to
work to common definitions and measures for widening participation, while developing
their own unique approaches within a common framework.

1.6   Access to Success contains 11 key actions which are either distinct projects in their
own right or contribute to one of the 20 projects in Graduating to Success, the
higher education strategy.  

1. INTRODUCTION
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1.7 Key Action 1 commits the Department to engage in a longitudinal study of education
attainment to identify patterns of disadvantage when applying to higher education and
to gather long term data on educational attainment outcomes.  This key action, along
with key actions 2 and 3, is related to getting better data on participation. Progress on
this study is well underway, with work ongoing to obtain agreement for access to the
data needed. The Department has engaged with Queen’s University and the
Administrative Data Research Centre (ADRC) on the development of a research plan. 
A formal application has been made to the ADRC to carry out the data linkage and
analysis for the study. 

1.8 In Key Action 2, the Department, in conjunction with a working group of key local
stakeholders and internationally recognised experts, has made significant progress with
a review of all pre and post-entry data that is currently gathered in respect of
participation in higher education. The aim is to identify and address any gaps in the
existing sources to be able to monitor progression into higher education for each target
group.  

1.9 The next stage of this work, to be undertaken in Key Action 3 in 2015, will focus on
how to better identify individuals in need of support. The working group will seek to
develop an approach that will recognise the personal circumstances of an individual
applicant to higher education with the aim to devise a system that should be able to
recognise and take account of multiple disadvantages to determine the correct
package of support for the individual. 

1.10 Key Action 4 relates to the development of a single integrated regional awareness
raising programme.  Working in conjunction with higher education providers, the
Department has developed and implemented Reach Higher, a centralised campaign
to raise awareness of the potential value, and accessibility, of higher education to all in
the community.  The Reach Higher campaign, which includes TV, radio, digital media
and outdoor advertising, was launched by the Minister for Employment and Learning in
March 2014. The campaign promotes the message that higher education is for
everyone who can benefit from it and is not reserved for economically advantaged elite. 

1.11 The Reach Higher campaign will be augmented by Key Action 5, the expansion of
aspiration and attainment raising programmes in school, college, community and the
workplace with the aim of reducing barriers to participation. The new R.E.A.C.H.
programme offers project funding, on a competitive basis, to encourage higher
education institutions to develop new community outreach initiatives designed to raise
the educational attainment levels in under-represented communities to enable entry to
higher education.
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1.12 Excellent progress has been made on Key Action 6, which relates to the expansion of
Foundation degrees. A wide ranging and highly successful promotional campaign has
been underway since January 2013.  The ultimate aim of this project is to increase
enrolments of Foundation degrees to 2,500 by 2015 from a baseline of 1,147 in
2010.  The most recent enrolment figures show that the year on year increase in
Foundation degree enrolments has continued, standing at 2,528 for Academic year
2013-14.

1.13 Key Action 7 aims to encourage the higher education institutions to develop an
agreed set of parameters across all providers that will define precise circumstances in
which the institutions will give additional consideration to an application for admission
due to a set of extraordinary circumstances surrounding that application. 

1.14 Preliminary discussions have been held with the institutions, and other stakeholders, in
relation to this key action. The Department will also be engaging with the organisation
Supporting Professionalism in Admissions to support the implementation of this action.
However, full implementation will be dependent on the development of first class
information systems under Key Actions 1, 2 and 3, and therefore the start of the
detailed work on this Key Action was delayed until late 2014.

1.15 Key Action 8 relates to attendance monitoring of all students in receipt of widening
participation support.  Early indications are that institutions now routinely monitor
attendance for all students  

1.16 Key Action 9 relates to the development of additional support measures for students
to sustain their continuing participation in higher education. This action also places a
clear expectation on the higher education institutions to provide supplementary support
systems for these students as they enter into and progress through higher education.
This support should be tailored to individual needs and based on identified multiple
disadvantages with the emphasis on value for money in each support initiative rather
than large cash bursaries for individuals.  All higher education providers will outline
their plans for these support arrangements for widening participation students through
Key Action 11, the introduction of the annual Widening Access and Participation Plan.

1.17 Key Action 10, the development of philanthropic bursary schemes, has seen good
progress with the launch of schemes in Belfast and Omagh and another planned for
the North West.  The aim is to work with local interest groups to help to develop local
bursary programmes within disadvantaged communities. Discussions are ongoing with
a number of other interest groups with a view to assisting the development of further
bursary programmes.
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1.18 Finally Key Action 11, sought to replace the former Access Agreements and Widening
Participation Strategic Assessments reporting structures with a single Widening Access
and Participation Plan.  The new reporting structures include 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 institutions own targets. The new Widening Access and
Participation Plan is discussed in greater detail later in this section.

1.19 To fulfil the commitment contained in Access to Success, the Department will publish
a composite report, based on the institutions’ WAPP returns that will outline the
progress towards widening participation in higher education, identify any areas for
concern and make specific recommendations for improvement actions. This document
is the first such widening participation annual report.

1.20 Good progress has been made across all of the key actions flowing from Access to
Success. The Department remains committed to a future vision of a sector in which
those people who are most able but least likely to participate are given every
encouragement and support to achieve the necessary qualifications to apply to, and to
benefit from, higher education.

What are Access Agreements and Widening 
Participation Strategic Assessments?
1.21 Until this year, Access Agreements and Widening Participation Strategic Assessments

were separate but complimentary documents through which providers of higher
education reported their intended actions, and the outcomes of their efforts, to ensure
equality of access to higher education for all those who could benefit from it,
regardless of their personal or social background.

Access Agreements

1.22 The Northern Ireland legislation on student fees requires all higher education
institutions that wish to charge more than the basic higher education fee, (£1,465 in
2014-15) to provide an Access Agreement for the Department’s approval, which
details the activities that institutions will undertake to promote fair access to higher
education through outreach work and financial support to students.

1.23 Access Agreements were introduced throughout the United Kingdom in 2006 to
counteract any unintended consequences deriving from the introduction of variable
student fees, which might discourage less affluent people from attending higher
education. The primary funding for the institutions’ widening participation work, as
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outlined in the  Access Agreements, comes from the additional student income
obtained from the higher than basic student fee. The Access Agreement measures only
additional spend from 2006 and not the established investment before that date.

1.24 There is no set amount that an institution must spend on widening participation in
order to allow for flexibility of approach across the institutions but the Department does
regulate a minimum amount of the additional fee income should be reinvested in
widening participation, with an expectation of higher investment levels from those
institutions with the furthest distance to travel to attract students from under-
represented groups. The minimum amount of reinvestment will vary from time to time
with the level of funding available and the degree of success achieved in widening
participation across the sector. 

1.25 Access Agreements set out:
• the fees that an institution intends to charge for full time undergraduate courses;
• the additional measures, such as bursaries and outreach activities, that the
institution commits to put in place to improve access;

• the estimated cost of these measures; and
• the targets and milestones commitments through which the institution will measure
progress towards its goals.

1.26 The Access Agreement expenditure covers only the higher fee income universities and
colleges target at under-represented students, or potential students, as identified in
Access to Success. Therefore Access Agreements include only bursary/scholarship
and outreach expenditure targeted at DEL countable groups1. 

1.27 Many institutions will provide additional bursaries and scholarships that are not
specifically targeted at widening participation groups but form part of their broader
recruitment or student support programmes. Such expenditure does not count towards
the Access Agreement. Therefore the Access Agreement would not include the full
extent of the institutions’ expenditure on widening participation.

Widening Participation Strategic Assessments

1.28 In 2009, the Higher Education Funding Council for England introduced the Widening
Participation Strategic Assessment document to allow higher education institutions to
report, and to take credit for, all of the additional investment they were making to
improve access.

1 For a description of DEL countable groups please see the attached Glossary of Terms
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1.29 The Widening Participation Strategic Assessment is submitted annually and sets out
the strategic position of widening participation within the institution’s mission. It details
the institution’s overall aims and objectives along with a more comprehensive set of
targets and milestones, and includes the full range of an institution’s widening
participation activity and the level of resource committed.

1.30 While the primary source of funding for widening participation investment comes from
additional student fee income, the Department provides supplementary premium funds
in the block grant in recognition of the additional costs that can arise after the
recruitment of widening participation students. The widening participation premium
assists with the costs of retaining those students who are at a greater risk of not
completing their chosen course. In addition, the Department pays a widening access
premium to enable the institutions to provide specialist equipment and/or specific
support to student with disabilities or learning difficulties. The level of the premia is
determined by the numbers of widening participation or disabled students enrolled at
the institution. The Department also provides limited project funding to encourage the
development of specific outreach programmes.

1.31 Because Widening Participation Strategic Assessments cover all of an institution’s
widening participation activities, they can include all widening participation expenditure
across the student life cycle, whereas Access Agreements only include expenditure on
bursaries/scholarships and additional outreach activities that started after the
introduction of variable fees in 2006. In consequence, the expenditure reported in an
institution’s Widening Participation Strategic Assessment is often considerably higher
than that recorded in the Access Agreement.

Widening Access and Participation Plans

1.32 Up to June 2012, the Department contracted with the UK Office of Fair Access (OFFA),
to benchmark Northern Ireland’s institutions’ Access Agreements against other UK
institutions and provide advice to the Department on the approval of Access
Agreements. That contractual agreement also covered the monitoring of an institutions’
performance against the commitments in their Access Agreements.

1.33 However, following the publication of Access to Success, and the introduction of
much higher student fees in Britain, the Department has revised the reporting
arrangements for local higher education institutions. 

1.34 In line with Key Action 11 of Access to Success, the Department has amalgamated
Access Agreements and Widening Participation Strategic Assessments into a single
Widening Access and Participation Plan that is submitted annually for approval by the
Department by all funded fee charging institutions offering higher education courses.
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1.35 The Widening Access and Participation Plan is a three-part document.
• Part One, contains a narrative description of the institution’s strategic approach to
widening participation and its place within the organisational mission, set in a 
three-year context.

• Part Two, provides a detailed breakdown of anticipated income and expenditure for
the next-but-one academic year2, for specific programmes that will improve equality
of access for all qualified applicants. It also includes details of the initiatives to
promote sustained progression of students though to be at risk of non-completion.
The information in this section is provided at least 18 months ahead of the relevant
academic year in order to allow for publication in advance of students applying to
courses. 

• Part Three, is a monitoring report that provides a detailed breakdown of income and
expenditure on widening participation for the last academic year for which records
are available. In time this will allow for direct comparison with the detail provided in
Part Two of previous Widening Access and Participation Plans.3

1.36 Institutions are asked to report on all direct and indirect expenditure on widening
participation initiatives and programmes. For consistency of comparison with previous
years direct expenditure equates with former Access Agreement, while indirect
expenditure will compare with Widening Participation Strategic Assessment spend. 
For additional detail on these definitions see Appendix A.

1.37 The new process was trialled with all providers of higher education in early 2014 using
data from the 2013-14 Access Agreements to ensure that all relevant information was
captured by the new process. For the first time the new system included those
providers of higher education that do not charge higher than the basic tuition fee in
order to begin to develop a more complete picture of all widening participation
activities and outcomes across the sector. 

2 For example, a Widening Access and Participation Plan submitted to the Department for approval in early 2014 would
relate to the academic year 2015-16. 

3 It is important to note that the Part Three Monitoring report is retrospective and is based on information gathered on the
previous academic year. Parts One and Two are forward looking, specific for one year and a more general view of an
institution’s longer term strategy. In this way the Widening Access and Participation Plan can cover up to a five-year time
span. It is expected that as time passes and reports accumulate this will provide a very transparent and accountable view
of progress towards widening participation.
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Expenditure

2.1 There is a legal requirement for institutions with approved Access Agreements to inform
the Department, (and previously OFFA) about the extent to which they have met their
financial obligations and to report on their progress and milestones.

2.2 Institutions are asked to report on:
• total higher fee income broken down number of students in each fee 
amount category;

• expenditure on bursaries and scholarships to students on lower incomes and 
other cohorts;

• the number of students in receipt of bursaries and scholarships by income 
and cohort;

• expenditure on additional outreach activities listed in the Access Agreement; 
• unspent financial commitments to be reallocated to subsequent years, and
• progress against own targets and milestones

2.3 For the 2012-13 academic year, seven higher education institutions had approved
Access Agreements. They were:
• Belfast Metropolitan College
• Queen’s University, Belfast
• St Mary’s University College
• South Eastern Regional College
• Stranmillis University College
• South West College
• University of Ulster

Table 1: Overview of Widening Participation Income and Expenditure 2011-13

2011-12 2012-13

Additional Fee Income £53,707,970 £54,486,062

Number Fee Paying Students 28,776 29,261

Access Agreement Expenditure £13,034,834 £13,579,275

Percentage of additional fee income invested 24.2% 24.9%

Average percentage of additional fee income 
invested per institution 30.7% 31.8%

2. 2012-13 ACCESS AGREEMENT
MONITORING REPORTS
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Higher Fee Income

2.4 In 2012-13, the income generated from fees charged above the basic fee of £1,380
was £54.5m, up from £53.7m in 2011-12. Fee incomes were higher than 2011-12
due to an increase in the number of fee-paying students covered by Access
Agreements, from 28,776 in 2011-12 to 29,261 in 2012-13. There was also an
inflationary increase of 2.67% in the maximum fee to £3,465 and there were some
increases in fees charged at lower levels, ie sub-degrees. 

Access Agreement Expenditure

2.5 Overall expenditure by higher education institutions on Access Agreements increased
to £13.6m from £13m in 2011-12, representing a sustained level of investment
among institutions at around 31% of their higher fee income. Precise levels of required
investment are not set out in legislation. Nor does the Department specify what
investments individual institutions should make. The policy is to give institutions the
operational freedom to determine, within the broad Departmental guidance, what
should be the appropriate levels and areas of investment for them. For the academic
year 2012-13, institutions have more than met the Department’s expectations for the
reinvestment of between 20% and 30% of additional student fee income in widening
participation support to less advantaged students. 

2.6 Access Agreement expenditure can be disaggregated into three main elements;
bursaries and scholarships, additional outreach, and unspent funds reallocated from
previous years’ commitments. (See Table 2)

Table 2: Breakdown of Widening Participation Expenditure 2011-2013

2011-12 2012-13
Bursaries / Scholarships £11,042,477 £9,264,760
Outreach Investment £1,861,953 £4,314,515
Reallocated funds from previous years £130,404 £nil

Bursaries/Scholarships

2.7 Spend on bursaries/scholarships reduced across most institutions and amounted to
£9.26m in 2012-13 compared to £11m in 2011-12. The design of institutions’
bursary programmes, beyond the minimum bursary set by the Department, is for
individual universities and colleges to determine. The Department expected that it
would cost even the most diverse institutions with high levels of students receiving full
grant, no more than 10% of their additional fee income to deliver the minimum
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bursary. In the event institutions used an average of between 17% and 20% of their
total additional fee income in this way. The Department is satisfied that most
institutions met or exceeded their own commitments on bursary support.

2.8 The number of students receiving bursary payments fell during the period. This reflects
a growing trend among higher education institutions to re-evaluate their widening
participation programmes to redirect support from cash payments to less
disadvantaged students into programmes of outreach to under-represented
communities. The largest drop in bursary payments was at the University of Ulster,
which also recorded the largest increase in outreach activities. Both South West and
South Eastern Regional Colleges actually increased the number of student receiving
bursaries.

2.9 Across all institutions 11,703 full time students (40%) received a bursary payment in
2012-13. The level of bursary awards depended on the personal circumstances of
individual students and ranged from a high of around £1,100 to a minimum bursary of
just over £200. The average institutional bursary was £790 in 2012-13.

Additional Outreach

2.10 Institutions have increased their focus on investment in additional outreach activities in
line with the strategic direction outlined in Access to Success. The universities and
colleges deliver programmes that work directly with pupils and students in non
selective post primary schools in order to support attainment. The aim is to assist
potential applicants from disadvantaged backgrounds to maximise their potential to
benefit from higher education. 

2.11 The 2012-13 monitoring of Access Agreements recorded an increased spend on
outreach activities across almost all of the institutions from £1.86m in 2011-12, to
£4.3m in 2012-13 – an increase of around 130%. This is a very welcome
development as research has shown that well-targeted outreach is the key to
sustained improvement in access to higher education. The Department will be keen to
see such programmes developed further in subsequent years.

Reallocated Funds

2.12 Institutions are required to reallocate funds when they have spent less than they had
predicted on elements within their Access Agreement. This may occur when institutions
spend less than they had forecast on particular activities or programmes due to
changed priorities or other reasons. Whatever the reason, institutions are obliged to
meet all of their financial commitments in-year or to reallocate any unspent funds to a
subsequent year. 
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2.13 In 2011-12, reallocated funds amounted to £0.13m or around 1% of total funds
committed in the Access Agreements. There were no reallocated funds in 2012-13.

Targets and Milestones

2.14 Each year, as part of their monitoring returns, institutions are required to report on their
progress towards their own targets and milestones. Universities and colleges set their
own targets in their Access Agreements based on their individual profiles of
participation and the identified areas where they need to improve to achieve
improvements in recruitment and/or retention. When considering whether targets are
sufficiently ambitious the Department takes a view of the overall participation profile of
the institution, its performance in outreach activities at various stages of the
educational pipeline and the distance it has to travel to achieve a balanced 
student body.

2.15 It is important to bear in mind that monitoring reports are retrospective. The
Department collects data at the end of each academic year to capture all that the
institutions have delivered in the previous year. Therefore, public reporting of actual
progress can be considerably in arrears of the academic year end.

2.16 There is no single measure that best captures progress because the institutions are
diverse and Access Agreements vary significantly in their content depending on what
an individual institution is trying to achieve. The setting and achieving of annual targets
must be viewed in the context of changing demographics, trends within the local and
national educational systems, the wider social and economic environment, and the
characteristics of the individual institution.

2.17 Measuring universities’ and colleges’ progress in widening participation, particularly at
the level of the individual institution, is very complex because of the large number of
individual factors and circumstances that influence an institution’s performance.
Furthermore, the range of targets and milestones that each university or college sets
itself varies very considerably as a result of the differing institutional strategies across
the sector. At the same time there are currently few stable indicators against which
performance can be measured. 

2.18 In addition, institutions currently find it difficult to disaggregate the impact of individual
initiatives and access measures from the many variable factors influencing
participation. 
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2.19 Due to the diversity of the institutions and the complexity and range of Access
Agreement targets across the sector, it is not currently possible to provide a meaningful
statistical summary of progress across the sector. To understand an individual
institution’s performance requires an understanding of all its targets in their proper
context. 

2.20 The Department recognises that monitoring performance is complex. However,
because of the growing public interest in institutions’ access performance the
Department is reviewing and refining the monitoring methods to ensure a greater
consistency of reporting and to make it more transparent in future years. More detail
on this work is contained in Section 4 of this document.
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3.1 Beginning in 2014, every higher education institution in receipt of funding from the
Department for Employment and Learning is required to submit an annual Widening
Access and Participation Plan for approval, regardless of the level of fee being charged
for their higher education courses.

3.2 Given the different reporting period covered by the new Widening Access and
Participation Plan arrangements and to ensure continuity with earlier reporting and
monitoring arrangements, every institution was required to submit, and have approved,
an old-style Access Agreement covering the period to August 2015. These Access
Agreements will be monitored as normal during the transition period.

3.3 For the 2015-16 academic year institutions were asked to estimate 
• the total higher fee income broken down by number of students in each fee 
amount category;

• expenditure on bursaries, scholarships or additional financial support to students 
on lower incomes and other cohorts;

• the number of students in receipt of bursaries, scholarships or additional financial
support to students by income and cohort;

• expenditure on additional outreach activities as previously listed in the 
Access Agreement; 

• new expenditure on additional post-entry retention and progression support 
for widening participation students, and

• expenditure on research to improve the setting of targets and milestones.

3.4 Institutions were also asked to detail direct expenditure on their own widening
participation initiatives grouped into categories covering outreach, post-entry retention
and progression, and research. Institutions also provided a narrative on each initiative
outlining the activity type, target groups, estimated spend, and anticipated outcomes.
Staffing costs are usually included within the programme spend but additional central
administration costs can be listed separately.

3.5 For the 2015-16 academic year seven higher education institutions anticipate that
they will earn additional fee income by charging higher than basic level fees. They are:
• Belfast Metropolitan College
• Queen’s University, Belfast
• St Mary’s University College
• South Eastern Regional College
• Stranmillis University College
• South West College
• University of Ulster

3. WIDENING ACCESS AND
PARTICIPATION PLANS FOR 2015-16



20

3.6 The key to a successful institutional widening participation strategy lies in the better
targeting of available resources to those most in need. The available evidence suggests
that if additional assistance is too widely available it can actually exacerbate the
difficulties and increase the challenges for those in widening participation groups.

3.7 The anticipated expenditure for 2015-16 can be disaggregated into four main
elements; bursaries and scholarships, additional outreach, new expenditure on
additional post-entry retention, and institutional research into widening participation.

Bursaries/Scholarships Versus Outreach

3.8 Spend on bursaries/scholarships is set to reduce across most institutions. However
that reduction is more than offset by a significant increase in anticipated spend on new
outreach activities at both school and community levels and in post-retention support
to disadvantaged students. 

3.9 Access to Success found that while bursaries were useful in supporting students
during their studies and contributed to retention success, they were of little influence in
persuading less affluent students to apply to higher education in the first instance. 

3.10 Direct outreach and attainment raising activities in low participation communities has
been proven to be a much more successful vehicle in helping under-represented
groups gain access to higher education. The rebalancing of spend from widespread
bursaries to more targeted outreach and post-entry support for widening participation
students is wholly in line with the regional strategy outlined in Access to Success.

New Post-Entry Retention Initiatives

3.11 Failure to complete a chosen course of study can be an expensive business for all
involved, resulting in a loss of time, money and other resources for the student, the
university or college, and the Department as the ultimate funding body. 

Table 3: Overview of Widening Participation Income and Expenditure 2015-2016

2015-16
Estimated Additional Fee Income £61,787,654*
Estimated Number Fee Paying Students 30,162*
Estimated WAPP Expenditure £14,154,067*
Estimated Percentage of additional fee income invested 22.9%

* Contains 2014-15 steady state assumptions for the University of Ulster
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3.12 Access to Success found that there is a balance to be struck between widening
participation while improving retention. Students from different backgrounds need
different support structures to complete their courses successfully.

3.13 The Department welcomes the anticipated new expenditure to ensure that students
from disadvantaged backgrounds are retained and supported to successfully complete
their course.

Research

3.14 In addition to the work being undertaken within the implementation of Access to
Success to improve data gathering, the institutions have also indicated that they are
undertaking significant levels of work to improve the information they hold on their own
student body to help establish key baselines and to improve target setting for future
years.

3.15 A number of the institutions have outlined plans to develop their understanding of
widening participation students’ needs in order to improve delivery of support
structures. This includes;
• building databases to allow the monitoring and tracking of participants and the
collection and analysis of demographic data;

• delivering qualitative interventions with potential students, their parents and their
teachers;

• developing structured, flexible evaluation techniques for use in outreach activities;
• pursuing data-sharing arrangements with schools and colleges to gather additional
information on attainment and progression outcomes, and

• undertaking research into the effectiveness of their widening participation activities.

Organisational Development

3.16   Every one of the higher educational institutions involved in the preparation of the
Widening Access and Participation Plans reported that while the process was much
more demanding, it was also much more beneficial in helping them to focus on the
needs of the students and what they should be doing to fulfil their widening
participation obligations.

3.17 All of the institutions involved in the process reported that they had internally
reorganised their widening participation staffing structures and some had relocated the
management responsibilities to be more closely aligned with the student recruitment
function.
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Management Oversight Arrangements

3.18 Almost all of the institutions reported that they have reorganised the widening
participation reporting structures within their university or college to include greater
oversight of this work by the senior management team. This is a welcome development
that indicates a much greater focus on this important area within the institutions.



4. THE FUTURE DIRECTION FOR
WIDENING PARTICIPATION GUIDANCE
FOR INSTITUTIONS
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Areas for Further Development 

4.1 There has been very considerable progress made in the widening participation agenda
over the last two years. The issue has a much higher public profile and all of the higher
education institutions have a much greater appreciation of their responsibilities and
obligations in this regard. There is greater awareness among potential students of both
the value of, and the accessibility to, higher education across the whole community. 

4.2 Significant work has been undertaken to better identify those most in need of
assistance and new programmes are being developed to ensure that under-
represented groups receive the support that they require to secure the educational
attainment levels necessary for entry into higher education. Work is under way to
develop new ways to identify individual student needs based on an assessment of the
multiplier effects of disadvantage. This should result in specifically tailored packages of
support for individual students to best meet their particular needs.

4.3 Widening participation has always been an economic imperative as well as a matter 
of social inclusion. There has been significant growth in enrolments in Foundation
degrees, particularly among part time students, to help to meet the needs of
employers. The business community is encouraged to become even more involved with
local higher education providers to help to ensure that the region’s higher level skills
needs are being met to help secure local economic growth.

Reinvestment of additional student fee income in widening participation

4.4 Access to Success, recognised the very significant progress that has been made 
in Northern Ireland to improve participation from under-represented groups. 
However, it also identified that expenditure needed to be better targeted to outreach
and attainment-raising activities among potential students and away from large 
bursary payments to individual students already successful in their application to 
higher education.

4.5 With the recent reductions in funding to the higher education sector, it is clear that
institutions will not be able to continue to invest the current proportions of additional
fee income in widening participation activities while maintaining existing student
numbers. At the same time there is a pressing need to ensure that the burden of
potential reductions in student places is not felt disproportionately by those from
disadvantaged backgrounds. 

4. THE FUTURE DIRECTION FOR
WIDENING PARTICIPATION
GUIDANCE FOR INSTITUTIONS
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4.6 In February 2015, the Minister recognised the competing pressures within the
widening participation agenda and reduced the minimum required level of reinvestment
in widening participation programmes from 20% to 10% of additional student fee
income. This would provide institutions with a greater degree of flexibility in their
approach and sought to protect recruitment numbers at a time of reduced resources
from central Government.

4.7 However, there were some very important caveats attached to the Minister’s decision.
Any reductions in spend made by institutions must come from efficiency savings.
There should be no reduction in either widening participation performance or targeted
outcomes. Institutions should invest at higher levels if that is required to protect
widening participation outcomes. 

4.8 In order to protect investment directed at the most disadvantaged in society, when
assessing institutions’ widening access plans, the Department will give priority to that
expenditure that is exclusively focussed on increasing participation from identified
widening participation groups. In short, the lower the “direct spend” investment by an
institution, the greater will be the Department’s focus on the targeting of that
expenditure exclusively to widening participation students.

4.9 The Department recognises that given pre-existing commitments to current students, it
may be a few years before the full savings potential of approximately £8m may be
achieved by the sector. Nevertheless, there is a clear expectation that any financial
savings realised will be redirected by institutions into protecting existing student places,
as far as is possible.

Improved Reporting

4.10 The Department, working in conjunction with the higher education institutions, has
introduced greater guidance and focus for widening participation. The new monitoring
processes provide a valuable opportunity for universities and colleges to showcase the
full range of activities in which they invest across the entire student life cycle.
Institutions continue to report on their direct expenditure from additional student 
fee income on student bursaries and scholarships, community outreach programmes,
and for new initiatives to improve student retention and progression of widening
participation students. 
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4.11 However, institutions are also encouraged to provide detail on their indirect expenditure
on broader student support infrastructures that enable or augment widening
participation. The Department encourages an inclusive approach and the embedding of
widening participation into the core strategic aims of institutions but recognises that it
can make the financial reporting of widening participation expenditure more difficult.

4.12 Direct expenditure equates closely to the former Access Agreement spend in DEL
countable categories. The Department has asked institutions to group their activities
into programmes of predetermined categories to describe each activity. This should
enable the Department to collect more consistent information across the sector, to
assess the overall investment in widening participation and to better understand the
outcomes of each investment. 

4.13 The figures provided for indirect expenditure by universities and colleges are not
comparable between individual institutions because of the more diverse nature of that
expenditure. Institutions will calculate this broader expenditure in different ways
depending on their own priorities and their interpretation of the category. There is a risk
of some overestimation of indirect expenditure as it is not calculated on a consistent
basis across the sector and can include some expenditure on activities for all students
and not just those from disadvantaged backgrounds due to the difficulties institutions
face in disaggregating widening participation expenditure from general student support. 

4.14 In addition, there are a number of institutions that see widening participation as so
much a part of their core mission that they consider a large proportion of their overall
spend to be very closely related to widening participation. This can also result in higher
levels of reported indirect expenditure. 

4.15 Despite the accounting difficulties, the levels of indirect expenditure recorded 
each year does point to a more complete picture of the true level of work being
undertaken within the universities and colleges to promote widening participation 
in higher education.

4.16 Nevertheless, we need to understand better how expenditure from both DEL funding
and from higher fee income, contribute to successful widening participation outcomes.
It is essential that institutions develop improved procedures to help them to clearly
report on widening participation expenditure in a consistent fashion and to
demonstrate the value for money delivered through their widening participation
allocation, despite the challenges of disaggregating expenditure.
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Improved Data and Target Setting

4.17    Several institutions have recorded new initiatives in their 2015-16 Widening Access
and Participation Plans to improve their collection of student data for targeting
purposes. While the Department recognises the value in the use of UK wide
benchmarks available through UCAS or the Higher Education Statistics Agency, it will
encourage the adoption of more local measures such as the Multiple Deprivation
Measures for a more in-depth analysis of local participation trends.

4.18 The Department, in conjunction with the local providers of higher education and other
key stakeholders at UK level, is undertaking a major project within Graduating to
Success to develop sector-wide data collection and comparison tools. This work
includes the initiation of a longitudinal study of of educational attainment to identify
patterns of disadvantage when applying to higher education.

4.19 Project 17, as it is known, also includes a review of the current methods for the
collation of data pertaining to access to, and participation in, higher education with a
view to the better identification of widening participation students based on multiple
disadvantages and including an assessment of individual needs. That work is due to
completed in two phases between 2015 and 2016.

4.20 In the first phase, from the 2015-16 academic year, all institutions will report on the
specific participation rates of the five key under-represented groups identified in Access
to Success. Progress will be reported against the 2012-134 baseline using existing
HESA data to ensure consistency across all institutions. The Department recognises
that other benchmarks may have equal, or even greater, validity and will work in
conjunction with all of the higher education providers to extend this work in Project 17.

Bursaries

4.21 Following the introduction of much higher fees in England, Higher Education Funding
Council for England removed the requirement for institutions to pay a minimum bursary
to the most disadvantaged students. In the event, many English universities continued
to make financial assistance available to disadvantaged students and collectively they
spent over £369m on bursaries, scholarships and in-kind support, and another £93m
in fee waivers in 2012-13.

4.22 The Department takes the view, supported by the latest reports from the student union
NUS/USI, that bursaries are very valuable source of security to students less well-off
students and will be retaining the use of the minimum bursary for students on full
maintenance grant for the foreseeable future. However, institutions are free to pay
higher levels of support if they so wish.
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4.23 Most institutions in Northern Ireland provide bursaries to widening participation
students which are considerably in excess of the 10% minimum bursary required by
the Department. Some colleges have not targeted their bursaries specifically to
widening participation students, either because their intake is predominantly
disadvantaged, or because they consider widening participation to be embedded in all
their activities, or possibly just to avoid the administrative burden of operating a
targeted scheme. The Department would encourage all providers to adopt a 
targeted approach to all aspects of widening participation support, including bursaries.
The available evidence suggests that if additional assistance is provided to all students,
regardless of background, it actually widens the gap between economically advantaged
and disadvantaged students.

Institutions’ Evaluation of Plans and Activities (Output Measures)

4.24 The Department is very conscious that the current reporting systems have a focus on
financial and other inputs to improve widening participation performance. While that is
what is required by the current legislation, the Department is keen to broaden the
reporting structures to put a much greater emphasis on outputs to allow institutions to
be fully recognised for the very significant progress that is being made in this area.

4.25 In future, the Department will place a higher emphasis on outcomes by providing better
support and an increased challenge to institutions on their performance. The increased
commentary and transparency required by the new Widening Access and Participation
Plan Widening Access and Participation Plan  reporting processes will provide both
greater accountability and increased recognition for institutions in their efforts. The
higher levels of information available will also help to inform the dialogue and actions
to improve performance through an improved understanding of what works to widen
participation in higher education.

4.26 A key challenge for the institutions, and the Department, will be to find ways to better
understand and measure the extent to which progress is being made in widening
participation both in recruitment to, and progression through, higher education.
Institutions are empowered to design and deliver initiatives and activities for
disadvantaged students that best suit their circumstances and objectives. However,
that diversity of approach inevitably leads to complexity in evaluation. 
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4.27 The Department will work with the institutions to collectively design models that can
measure the impact of institutions’ work and thereby ensure that future investments
are focussed on the activities that deliver the most impact. This will involve having
more in-depth conversations with the institutions about what works best to improve
access, retention and student progression to give more meaningful support to
institutions in developing their plans and to have more evidence-based discussions
about their progress. The Department will then act as the conduit to disseminate best
practice across all of the higher education providers.

4.28 For the 2016-17 Widening Access and Participation Plans, institutions will be asked to
report on details of their monitoring and evaluation activity. The Department will ask
institutions to consider implementing a range of methods and approaches including,
but not limited to:
• structured feedback from participants on programmes and activities;
• analysis of the institutions’ own data collection sources
• use of student tracking processes
• use of regional and UK wide student data
• independent (or in-house) research specifically commissioned by the institution.

4.29 The Department expects that this information will be used to improve targeting of
specific under-represented groups. It is important to note that while it is useful to
record changes in participation of under-represented groups on an annual basis, the
true impact of many types of interventions can only be demonstrated when more
intensive evaluation work is carried out with particular cohorts over a longer timeframe.
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Appendix A
Glossary of Terms

Access Agreement

These set out how a university or college plans to protect and promote fair access to and
participation in higher education for people with low income backgrounds and other groups
that are currently under-represented at the institution. It includes the tuition fees they intend
to charge, the milestones and objectives the institution chooses to use to monitor its progress
and working estimates of the higher fee income and what is intended to be spent on widening
participation. All publicly funded institutions must have an approved widening participation
(Access Agreement) plan.

Additional measures or expenditure 

By ‘additional’ we mean measures funded by income from student tuition fees from previous
Access Agreements that the institution will continue to deliver, plus any new measures that
are to be delivered in future years. Institutions may also include measures that were
previously funded through other means; for example, collaborative working.

Basic (Standard) level of fee 

The level of tuition fee up to which an access agreement is not required, for example £1,425
in academic year 2013-14. 

Baseline

The actual performance recorded in the institution’s latest monitoring report.

Bursaries

A grant or scholarship paid to a student by an institution

Cohort

Usually this refers to a group of students that enters education in a particular year, for
example the 2014-15 cohort
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Contextual information or Contextual Data 

Information used by institutions which puts attainment in the context of the circumstances in
which it has been obtained; this is mainly information about educational, geo-demographic
and socio-economic background.

Countable Spend (OFFA)

The OFFA definition of countable spend includes; fee waivers, free/discounted foundation
years, bursaries, scholarships and in-kind support (including discounts on accommodation
and other institutional services such as the provision of laptops).

Countable Spend (DEL)

The DEL definition of countable spend includes the following types of expenditure on widening
participation students

• Bursary payments / Scholarships / Fee-waivers
• Student credit (bookshop/IT equipment discounts, etc)
• Additional support for Care leavers
• Additional support for Disabled students (not covered by DSA or other DEL financed

support)
• Tailored induction programmes for WP students
• Free accommodation for WP students
• Targeted outreach programmes to improve attainment and attract students from under-

represented, (expenditure should include apportioned direct staffing costs – including
basis for that apportionment)

• Targeted student retention programmes aimed at improving the retention and
progression of WP students, (expenditure should include apportioned direct staffing
costs – including basis for that apportionment)

• Consumables (group work materials, training aids, IT equipment)
• Administration costs for widening participation support staff that cannot be directly

attributable to programmes, (such costs would be expected to be quite low and
certainly not greater than 10% of overall direct expenditure).

Direct Expenditure

Direct expenditure will equate to “Countable” Access spend and can include costs directly
attributable to the institution’s outreach activities with targeted under-represented groups or
disadvantaged persons, as well as post recruitment costs such as bursaries, fee waivers, in-
kind support, pre-paid credit arrangements, targeted mentoring or pastoral care programmes.
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Entrant/year of entry 

When we refer to entrants, or year of entry, we mean the academic year in which students
started their course.

Fee cap 

The maximum regulated fee that can be charged under an access agreement for example
Home / EU students up to £3,575 in academic year 2013-14. 

Fair access 

Equality of opportunity for all those who have the potential to benefit from higher education,
irrespective of their background, schooling or income. This term is often used with reference
to the uneven distribution of under-represented students between institutions across the
higher education sector, in particular, where entry requirements are high and the pool of
applicants from disadvantaged backgrounds is relatively small.

Fair access work 

Work aimed at improving access of under-represented groups to your institution or institutions
like yours (whether measured against the background population, or the background
population of qualified people).

FEC 

Further Education College

Fee-regulated courses 

Those full-time courses that are subject to regulated fees. 

FTE

Full-time equivalent

HEI

Higher education institution

Higher fees/higher level of fee: 

Tuition fees above the basic level and up to the higher fee cap for example between £1,425
and £3,575 in academic year 2013-14.
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IAG 

Information, advice and guidance

Indirect Expenditure

Indirect expenditure will equate to that currently included in the Strategic Assessment. Such
expenditure will include, (but not be limited to), other miscellaneous student support and
administration costs such as:

• Generic student support services (excl DEL countable)
• Support for student bodies
• Student employability programmes
• Facilitation Costs

Long-term outreach

Activities which target younger age groups and work with the same students over a sustained
period of time, for example over a number of years through different types of activities.

Milestones 

The yearly goals institutions set within targets in order to track progress.

Office for Fair Access (OFFA)

The Office for Fair Access was established under the Higher Education Act 2004. Its role is to
safeguard and promote fair access to higher education in England through the approval and
monitoring of Access Agreements and the promotion of related good practice.

Outreach 

For the purposes of an access agreement, outreach work includes any activity that involves
raising aspirations and attainment among potential applicants from under-represented groups
and encouraging them to apply to higher education. This includes outreach directed at young
or mature students aspiring to full or part-time study. We particularly encourage sustained, co-
ordinated activities that work with pupils and other potential applicants over a number of
years.
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PI 

Performance indicator

Scholarships

A sum of money awarded to a student on the basis of academic merit, to help with expenses
incurred to facilitate study.

Staffing Costs (Administration) [OFFA definition]

Expenditure on staffing in central WP units/departments, and/or on staff which spend all or a
fixed proportion of their time on WP work, and which cannot be allocated to directly delivering
a particular activity, should be listed separately and categorised under the WP staffing and
administration category. Expenditure on staff working directly on a particular activity, such as
student ambassadors, mentors or summer school staff and staff delivering outreach events or
carrying out work designed to improve student retention and success, should be included
within expenditure against that activity, which will be categorised under the appropriate
category. This may mean that costs for some members of staff are split between different
categories, where some but not all of their work involves directly delivering particular activities

Student success 

Measures that ensure that students access the full benefits of higher education by completing
their studies, and improve academic outcomes and employability.

Student population covered by access agreements

Full-time home/EU undergraduate students.

Target

A set objective which an institution has committed to track over a five year period.
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Target Groups

Target groups may vary for each higher education provider but should be drawn broadly from
groups identified in Access to Success.

Groups that are currently under-represented in higher education at the national level rather
than at a particular institution or course, including (but not limited to):

• people from lower socio-economic groups (SEC) 5-7 or from neighbourhoods where
higher education participation is low (areas of high deprivation)

• disabled people (physical, sensory, learning)
• adult returners, particularly work based learners
• people who have been in care
• young, protestant males (from areas of high deprivation)

Variable fees 

The full-time undergraduate tuition fees payable to an institution. Variable fees were
introduced by the Higher Education (Northern Ireland) Order 2005.   For 2013-14, fees could
be set between: £0 and £3,575 for Home / EU full-time students; and up to £9,000 for full-
time students from England, Scotland and Wales studying in Northern Ireland.

Variance

The difference between actual spend and estimated spend, demonstrated by either a number
or percentage.  

Widening Access and Participation Plan (WAPP)

A plan setting out how institutions will increase the participation in higher education of those
groups who are under-represented through bursary and/or other financial support and
widening participation activities such as outreach, retention and success and research
activities.

Widening Participation (WP) 

Actions taken to improve the representation of under-represented students in higher
education.
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THE DEPARTMENT:
Our aim is to promote learning and skills,
to prepare people for work and to support
the economy.

This document is available in other
formats upon request.

Further information:
telephone: 028 9025 7733
email: wideningparticipation@delni.gov.uk
web: www.delni.gov.uk




