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This article provides an introduction to the Access to Higher Education programme in the
United Kingdom, and selectively reviews the research literature about its effectiveness.
The programme gives mainly mature students from non-traditional backgrounds the opportunity
to enter higher education. The review first describes the origins and nature of the programme,
then examines the raw data of the official statistics, before going on to consider both quantita-
tive and qualitative research studies in turn. The more quantitative studies into the programme’s
effectiveness paint an inconclusive picture, with mixed evidence about achievement which
is often not generalizable. The more qualitative studies which focus on learners’ experiences
generate useful insights but are not designed to judge the programme’s overall effectiveness.
The review concludes that while the programme has indeed benefited large numbers of students,
further research is needed to assess whether any limitations in student achievement are attribu-
table to the design of the programme itself or due to external factors. In a rapidly changing

higher education landscape, the future of the programme is unclear.
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student achievement.

Introduction: the context,

origins and nature of the programme

The aim of this article is to provide an intro-
duction to the Access to Higher Education pro-
gramme in the United Kingdom and to selec-
tively review current research into its effective-
ness. The Access to Higher Education (Access to
HE) Diploma is a qualification which allows
‘non-traditional’ students, mostly over 21, to en-
ter higher education (HE). It is a ‘third route’ to
higher education courses, alongside ‘A’ levels
and vocational qualifications. Access programmes
run in all four countries of the United Kingdom,
and there are many similarities between them.
However, the main focus of this article is on the
Access to HE Diploma which runs in England
and Wales and is regulated by the Quality Assu-
rance Authority. Research from other parts of the
UK is drawn on where considered relevant.

The terminology with which the English
education system is usually described reflects
a three-stage model: compulsory primary educa-
tion from the age of 5, then compulsory secon-
dary education from 11 to 18, and finally optional
tertiary education after the age of 18.

Tertiary education may be either higher edu-
cation or further education (FE). Higher educa-

tion institutions (HEIs) are typically universities,
and offer first degree level qualifications and
above, or their equivalent. Further education pro-
viders are usually Further Education Colleges
(FECs) and offer a more vocational range of
qualifications. It is FECs which are the main pro-
vider of Access to HE Diplomas. In practice the
HE/FE divide is blurred; some HEIs run ‘access’
courses, while some FECs either deliver HE on
behalf of an HEI or offer ‘foundation’ degrees
(considered equivalent to the first two years of
a three-year undergraduate degree) in partnership
with an HEI. The phenomenon of ‘HE in FE’ is
likely to grow as a result of the Coalition govern-
ment’s willingness to allow FECs to acquireinde-
pendent degree-awarding powers. Within the HE
sector itself there is a hidden divide, between
the pre-1992 universities, which generally have
more academic prestige and are more selective,
and the post-1992 universities which are former
polytechnics, are less selective and are less
advantageous to graduates entering the labour
market.

These different stages are associated with
progressively higher levels of qualification,
as classified by the Qualifications and Credit
Framework, which applies in England, Northern
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Ireland and Wales. Thus at 16 students com-
monly take GCSEs, which at higher grades count
as a level 2 qualification. At 18 students typically
take A levels, which are a level 3 qualification.
Level 3 qualifications are the normal prerequisite
for study at HE level, though exceptions are
sometimes made and the Open University has an
open enrolment policy. The Access to HE Di-
ploma is a level 3 qualification. University quali-
fications range from levels 4 to 8, with a founda-
tion degree classed as level 4 and a bachelor’s
degree (the ‘standard’ undergraduate degree)
classed as level 5.

The Access to HE Diploma is designed to
allow ‘adults’(i.e. anyone who has left school)
to enter HE, even if they did not manage to
achieve the necessary qualifications in the past.
In 2012-2013 13 % of Access to HE students
were aged 19 or under [1], but most students are
‘mature’. The term ‘mature student’ has changed
in meaning over the years, but it is now common
to classify students of 21 or older as ‘mature’ [2].
Access to HE is also seen as a qualification
aimed at ‘non-traditional’ students. This term is
sometimes used to refer to students who are the
first in their family to go to university, and some-
times to refer to students from social groups
which are, or are perceived to be, disadvantaged,
such as the disabled and ethnic minorities.

The adult education movement dates back to
the nineteenth century and has been championed
by the left as part of the project of emancipating
the working class. In parallel, and sometimes in
tandem, adult education has been promoted by
middle-class reformers as a means of incorpo-
rating potentially unruly and turning them into
responsible citizens. These two strands, the
emancipatory and the reformist, are still present
in debates about adult education today. The ori-
gins of the Access to HE Diploma lie in a letter
of invitation sent by the Department for Educa-
tion and Science to FECs in 1978 [3]. The Labour
government wanted to encourage the training of
teachers from ethnic minority backgrounds by
promoting the development of access courses to
allow mature students to enter teacher training.
However, the Labour Party itself noted that
access to higher education for students of low
socio-economic status actually declined in the
late 70s [4]. It was under the Conservative go-
vernments of Mrs. Thatcher and John Major that
Access to HE really took off. In 1987 a govern-
ment white paper Higher Education: Meeting the
Challenge identified the need to extend univer-

sity participation to mature students. This initia-
tive reflected both economic circumstances and
demographic pressures. In the eighties Britain
deindustrialised and experienced high unem-
ployment. By 1987 it was becoming widely ac-
cepted that Britain had to develop new industries
and services requiring a well-educated work-
force, and that adults would have to be prepared
to retrain during the course of their working lives.
The participation rate of young people in higher
education was noted to be much lower in Britain
than in other competing countries — some 15 %
compared to 20 % in West Germany, 30 % in the
USA and 37 % in Japan [4]. Moreover, the num-
bers of young people likely to go to university
was set to fall now the post-war ‘baby boomers’
had all passed through the educational system.
Universities were now more receptive to the pos-
sibility of recruiting adult students than they had
been in the past [3]. The Conservative Education
Secretary, Kenneth Baker, wanted to aim for
a 30 % participation rate, but this posed problems
for a government committed to containing go-
vernment spending. His solution was to change
the funding model, so that in future students, who
benefited from higher earnings as graduates,
would pay a substantial part of the cost of their
education through a system of student loans [4].
Since 1990 enormous changes have taken
place in the funding of higher education. In 1990
student loans were brought in to replace mainte-
nance grants. The Labour government of 1997—
2010 adopted and extended the funding model
introduced by the Conservatives as a bipartisan
consensus emerged around the idea of education
as an investment in ‘human capital’. In 1998 tui-
tion fees were brought in, also to be covered by
loans. In 2004 and again in 2012 the maximum
level of tuition fees was raised, reaching its cur-
rent limit of £9,000 per annum. These changes
attracted vocal opposition, some from within La-
bour ranks, as it was feared that poorer students
would be deterred from going to university by the
prospect of a heavy burden of debt. The Labour
government was keen to emphasise its belief in
equality of opportunity. By this it meant an equali-
sation of the life chances of the children of dif-
ferent socioeconomic groups, so that, for example,
the child of a poor family would at birth be statis-
tically as likely as the child of a wealthy family
to go to an elite university. By the mid-noughties
there was concern within the Labour Party that
the government’s initial efforts to widen partici-
pation in higher education to include previously
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underrepresented groups had failed. When tuition
fees were first raised, following the 2003 white
paper and 2004 Higher Education Act, the govern-
ment demanded that in return universities should
intensify their efforts to recruit from underrepre-
sented social groups. An independent regulator
was introduced to have oversight of the fairness
of university admissions, and universities had to
sign Access Agreements spelling out their plans
to widen participation as a condition of being
allowed to charge higher fees. Even more condi-
tions, affecting how the extra money may be
spent, have been placed on universities in return
for allowing them to charge higher fees since
2012. The 2012 tuition fee increase has been
associated with a drop in the numbers of mature
and part-time university enrolments [2].

From 1989 Access to HE Diploma courses
run by FECs were brought under the regulatory
umbrella of the Council for National Academic
Awards; this regulation is now carried about by
the Quality Assurance Agency. The significance
of this step is that access courses are no longer ad
hoc, local developments. They now provide
a portable, standardised qualification which, in
theory at least, is recognised by all universities,
allowing students greater choice when making
their applications. The grading system for Access
to HEis standardised to allow three passing
grades for each unit (pass, merit and distinction)
and the content specification was revised in 2013,
with two important results. Under the new specifi-
cation a student must take units worth 60 credits,
but only 45, which must relate to ‘academic’ con-
tent, will be graded; the other 15, usually in-
volving study skills, will now be ungraded.
In addition, since 2013 any level 2 (GCSE equi-
valent) element will no longer by approved by
the QAA, forcing students with weak Mathe-
matics or English to take a GCSE exam rather
than gain equivalent credit on the Access to HE
course. Both these changes reflect reluctance on
the part of universities and employers to accept
Access to HE qualifications at their face value
[5-7]. Study skills will still be necessary to do
well in the ‘academic’ units [8], but it will be
interesting to see whether the downgrading of
study skills has any negative effects, such as de-
motivating students.In the past the development
of study skills has been seen as an important as-
pect of preparing FE students for university [9].
Although this change was initiated by university
stakeholders in Access to HE, ironically enough
support for study skills at university has been

found to be beneficial to mature students, who
are sometimes unaware such support is available
[10]. The removal of the recruitment cap on stu-
dents achieving grades of ABB or better at
A level has also raised the question of the exact
value of the Access to HE Diploma to universi-
ties. The guidance given by the Higher Education
Funding Council for England suggests that the
equivalent grades for Access are 30 credits at
distinction and 15 at merit. The logic of this un-
clear (Access students have to achieve two-thirds
of their qualification at the highest attainable
grade, unlike A level students) and Access stu-
dents are further disadvantaged by the fact that
A level students can take more than three A levels,
whereas Access students are limited to a maxi-
mum of 45 graded credits. This issue will soon
no longer matter when the student cap is lifted
completely, irrespective of grade.

A further area in which Access students may
be disadvantaged in comparison with A level stu-
dents is the University and College Admission
Service (UCAS) application process. The UCAS
application is completed in the autumn of the
second year for A level students, but during the
first term of study for students on the one-year
Access course. This means that tutors wait to ob-
serve student performance before completing
references, and this delay may cause stress to
students [11]. Access students have had little
time to develop self-confidence as a learner or to
evidence achievement at the time that they com-
plete the form. Furthermore, Access students are
on average of lower socioeconomic status than
younger applicants, and Steven Jones has argued
persuasively that better off, especially privately
educated students, are better able to impress ad-
missions officers through the statement, calling
into question the fairness of the way it is admi-
nistered and used at present [12]. These are mat-
ters of some concern given the substantial dif-
ference between the acceptance rates for younger
applicants and mature applicants. Between 2005
and 2010 the acceptance rate for younger UCAS
applicants varied between 75 % and 82 %, whereas
for mature applicants the rate varied between
58 % and 68 %; the gap between them ranged
from 13 to 17 percentage points [10]. However,
only a minority (roughly a quarter) of mature
entrants to full-time first degrees apply with an
Access to HE Diploma. To judge the effective-
ness of the programme, the point of departure
must be the raw data collected by the agencies
concerned.
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The effectiveness of Access to HE:
what the raw data shows

Statistical information about the Access to
HE Diploma and its effectiveness in the UK is
fragmented. First of all the historic differences
between England and Scotland, and the impact
of devolution, mean that some datasets cover all
four countries of the United Kingdom, some Eng-
land and Wales together, and others England,
Wales, Northern Ireland or Scotland individually.
Secondly the hollowing out of the British state
and the transfer of the work of government to
non-departmental public bodies (NDPBs), mean
that the Diploma exists within a complex ecosys-
tem of funding bodies, regulatory agencies and
institutional providers with differing needs
and sectoral outlooks. Thirdly individual bodies
have changed their data collection methods over
time. The result is that the various datasets are
not always compatible, and some of the time se-
ries need to be viewed with caution. Neverthe-
less, it is possible to paint a broad-brush picture
of the Access to HE programme.

The first key feature to note is the growth of
the programme since the 1980s. In 1989 there
were some 6,000 Access students [13]. By 1999—
2000, there were more than 37,700 Access stu-
dents registered in England and Wales on QAA-
approved courses [14]. By 2004—2005 this figure
had risen to a peak of 41,600 [15]. Numbers fell
to 35,675 in 2007-2008, before rebounding to
a peak of 46,095 in 2009-2010 [16, 17]. The figure
for 20122013 is 43,155 registered students [18].
More than a third of a million students had
passed the Access to HE Diploma by the time
it reached its 20th anniversary as a national quali-
fication in 2009 [19]. Although the programme
has reached a large number of students, its growth
appears to have reached a plateau.

Another key feature of the programme which
the demographic statistics reveal is the heavy
preponderance of women, which was already in
evidence by 1998-1999 when the Access student
population was 70 % female [20]. The tendency
has remained broadly stable, and in 2012-2013
the proportion of females was 73 % [18]. The Ac-
cess programme has developed during a period in
which women have transformed their position
in higher education, from one of numeric minority
to one of numeric dominance [21]. Since women
were historically a disadvantaged group in higher
education, the Access programme has contributed
to a success story, though only as a small part
of a much broader social trend. Conversely the

imbalance might prompt the question of why
comparatively fewer men choose to join Access
courses. The conventional explanation is that the
most popular Access courses provide an intro-
duction to ‘caring’ careers which have tradi-
tionally been dominated by women, such as nurs-
ing, midwifery and social work. However, this
explanation risks essentialising men and women,
and overlooks the possibility that the course mix
is demand-led, and is the result, not the cause,
of the gender imbalance. The apparent reluc-
tance of men to enrol on Access courses is ex-
plored further in the section on learning expe-
riences below.

Only 13 % of Access to HE students studied
part-time in 2012-2013. This figure does not re-
flect the true number of students who combine
their studies with paid work. In order to complete
the course within one year, students have to re-
gister to study ‘full-time’, even though they may
not be required to attend college every day. A high
proportion of Access to HE students (36 % in
2012-2013) come from deprived areas, and mi-
nority ethnic groups are well-represented (32 %
in 2012-2013). Both these features have remained
broadly stable since regular collection of statis-
tics began in the late 90s. Although Access to HE
is thought of as a qualification for ‘mature’ stu-
dents, not all of its students are technically ma-
ture (21+) with 13 % aged 19 or less in 2012—
2013. A further 38 % were aged 20-24, so that
more than half were under 25. This reflects a trend
for the average age of Access to HE students to
fall [1, 18]. Nevertheless, Access to HE students
in higher education applying through the UCAS
admissions system are indeed older on average
than their student colleagues [22]. In 2012-2013,
12 % of learners had a disability (5 %), learning
difficulty (5 %) or both (2 %). The percentage of
learners with a disability has increased since
1998-1999 when it was 2.2 % but it is not clear
why. In 1998-1999 the percentage with learning
difficulties was not reported [20]. Of successful
UCAS applicants in 2012-2013, Access to HE
applicants were more likely to have a disability
or learning difficulty (15 %) than other appli-
cants (9 %).

Of registered learners, 69 % completed the
course within a year, and a further 7 % expected
to continue. Of those completing, 92 % were
awarded a diploma [1]. Access to HE applicants
to universities through UCAS had a 68 % success
rate, as opposed to a 78 % success rate for other
applicants. However, black candidates were more

BectHuk HOYplY. Cepus «O6pa3oBaHue. Negarornyeckne Haykm». 41

2015.T. 7, Ne 2. C. 38-51



Teopus n metoauka npodeccuoHarnbHOro oopasoBaHus

likely to succeed via the Access route than by
another route [22]. The profile of accepted appli-
cants from Access to HE differs sharply from that
of other successful applicants to higher education
institutions (HEIs) in that they are much more
likely to come from areas of previous low par-
ticipation in HE, as defined by an analysis known
as POLAR. Prior to the introduction of POLAR it
was difficult to test whether successful Access to
HE applicants were more likely to come from
working-class families than other successful ap-
plicants, because so many did not provide the
relevant information. Although POLAR provides
only a proxy test, it does provide some evidence
of the social inclusivity of Access to HE [18, 20].

It is now commonplace to talk about consid-
ering students from a ‘life cycle’ perspective —
what has been dubbed ‘getting in, getting through,
and getting on’ [23]. It is of great interest to know
how Access to HE students fare if and when they
get into higher education. Access to HE students
were on average less likely to get a first class or
upper- second class degree than other students in
2012-2013, and this has been a consistent pattern
since 20002001 when such figures were first col-
lated [22]. Mature Access to HE students showed
a lower non-continuation rate than those with
other qualifications, with 9.9 % not continuing
into their second year in 2011-2012. However,
for young Access to HE students (less than 9 %
of the Access to HE students) the non-continua-
tion rate was substantially worse than for most
other qualifications [22]. The six-month employ-
ment rate (whether working or studying after six
months) of mature full-time first degree leavers
with Access to HE varied between 84.9 % and
91.0 % over a seven-year period from 2005-2006
to 2011-2012. It was always slightly lower than
the employment rate for those with A levels,
Baccalaureate or Highers, but the figure is hard to
interpret as it does not take into account the de-
gree class awarded. [22] It should also be noted
that Access to HE students are concentrated
in the post-92 universities, and these attract
a lower graduate earnings premium in the labour
market [24-26].

When UCAS published Access to HE statis-
tics in 2001 it proclaimed that ‘The initial aim of
the Access movement — to make higher education
accessible to those who, through traditional
means, were not gaining entry, has succeeded.’
The report cited the success of Access to HE in
getting mature students and women, including
black women, into higher education [27]. There

is something to be said for this common-sense
view. However, there are no clear goals for what
Access to HE should achieve. It did contribute
towards Labour’s effort to achieve 50 % partici-
pation in HE by the 21-30 age group by 2010,
but there are no specific targets and it is not ob-
vious what the reference group should be [28].
Equally, while the statistics on student achieve-
ment and progression go some way to alleviating
the worst fears of critics of widening participa-
tion, there appears to be scope for improvement.
Lastly, the value of the Access programme as an
educational intervention needs to be assessed
methodically against alternative courses of ac-
tion [29].

The effectiveness of Access to HE:

what the research evidence shows

The question of the effectiveness of Access
to HE courses cannot be decided from the raw
data alone. For example, the lower achievement
of Access students in terms of final degree class
may reflect a range of factors such as prior
attainment or pressure of work. Moreover, this
achievement may overall be creditable in terms
of educational ‘value added’ for each student.
More rigorous methods are required to resolve
these questions. The studies in this section have
mostly attempted to be systematic and quantita-
tive, though they have limitations.

One early study by Wray compared direct
entry mature students with Access students. Wray
was a direct entry student himself and questioned
the need to do an Access course at all. He found
that Access students did gain an initial advantage
compared with direct entry students, but that it
disappeared by the time of graduation. His results
were not generalizable [30].

Day and Highton carried out a detailed
micro-level study of the quality of feedback
given on a course. Their work suggested practical
ideas but was not generalizable [31].

A study by Palfreyman-Kay of the needs of
disabled Access students argued for greater disabi-
lity awareness, including awareness of learning
difficulties such as dyslexia. He called for disabled
ex-students to be involved in marketing [32].

Marr studied the ‘Openings’ modules of the
Open University which enable non-traditional stu-
dents to acquire study skills. She noted the limita-
tions of treating study skills as part of a ‘deficit’
model, and urged the need to integrate them with
subject teaching [33]. By contrast, Burke sounded
a radical note in questioning the whole idea of the
study skills approach. She argued that academic
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writing is an exclusionary practice and a regula-
tory discourse. Individuals are excluded from it
by a lack of cultural capital and encouraged
to conform to its rules. The rules of academic
writing embody judgements which may be ques-
tioned, such as whether it is permissible to write
in a personal voice or not [34].

Dimitriadou carried out a study of 1st year
ex-Access to HE students to find out whether
their course had benefited them in HE. In Access
to HE the emphasis is placed on the learning
process and on skills. Universities also provided
study skills support but it did not appear to be
crucial to retention — instead dropping out related
to cultural issues, level of contact with tutors and
socioeconomic status. Time management prob-
lems and a lack of dialogue with tutors led stu-
dents to seek support. Access students believed
that the course did make them more autonomous
[35]. Field et al also found that supportive tutors
make a key difference, this time in a study of
a university-run access programme in Scotland
[36]. Jephcote and Salisbury found that FE tutors
were committed to their students and went be-
yond the programme specification. Tutors saw
FE as an important ‘second chance’, and there-
fore were committed to supportive relationships
with students. There was constant pressure to
implement change, from above and externally,
but they worked around this pressure [37].

Richardson carried out a study of learning
approaches and academic performance, by ad-
ministering a questionnaire and then subjecting
the results to factor analysis to look for under-
lying patterns. He found evidence of a deep
learning style in mature students. There was no
clear connection between learning style and
achievement. Mature students perform at least as
well at graduation and in persistence as younger
students [38].

Richardson, based on a review of other stu-
dies, advanced the tentative hypothesis that ma-
ture students are more likely than other students
to take a ‘deep’ approach to learning — an en-
gaged approach concerned with the meaning of
what they learn, rather than merely being content
to reproduce it. He also noted the role of life ex-
perience as a resource and as a motivating factor
in study. He notes the possibility of sampling
bias in the studies examined [39].

Hayes, King and Richardson carried out
a study of student learning approaches using
a questionnaire. They then carried out factor
analysis. They identified ‘deep’, ‘surface’ and

‘mature’ learning approaches among Access stu-
dents, but found that this pattern was different
from that of other undergraduates. They specu-
lated that this mismatch might prove a source of
difficulty to Access students. However, the study
is not representative and is not generalizable [40].
Moreover Haggis has criticised this type of ap-
proach as inadequate and mechanical [41].

Smith in a 2008 literature review noted that
a 2006 HEFCE study found that 39 % of Access
to HE students went on to undergraduate study.
Two-thirds graduated within five years. 78 %
found graduate jobs within six months. One in
four first time mature students beginning a full-
time course had the Access to HE qualification
[42]. Callender and Jackson found that Access to
HE students are highly likely to apply to HE [43].

A study by Hinsliff-Smith et al was inspired
by concern about the attrition rate of nursing stu-
dents. The study showed that Access to HE stu-
dents had developed coping strategies relating to
childcare and to balancing commitments while
on the Access course. Information advice and
guidance (IAG) and university to college links
also helped. The representativeness of study
is questionable [44].

Hartley and Norton reviewed early research
on mature students, including some Access to HE
performance. They observed that generally
mature students performed at least as well as
younger students. Mature students also tended
to be better at ‘deep’ learning and time manage-
ment. However, overall mature students had
a higher drop-out rate [45].

A review by Gorard et al noted that Access
students are at an advantage compared to other
mature students who have difficulties, as they
have been already been introduced to ‘the rules
of the game’ ie. how to be an independent
learner. The lack of supervision and guidance at
university are a shock to some non-traditional
students. Evidence from Scotland suggested that
Access failed to reach as many BME students as
intended. Poor progression and achievement were
found in one study, though students were happy.
A study at Liverpool Hope showed similar suc-
cess rates across all categories of student, sug-
gesting Access to HE students perform at least
as well as others [28].

Osborne compared the performance of Ac-
cess to HE students to that of other students at
Stirling University. Access to HE students did
slightly worse at obtaining passing grades in
units (90 % v 94.3 %) but the picture was com-
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plicated by the different origins of Access to HE.
UK (not Scottish) and Stirling University-
controlled Access to HE students did better than
average. Access to HE students did worse than
average in science and maths subjects, confirm-
ing an earlier report. This study did not control
for confounding factors and cannot be gene-
ralised [46].

Osborne more recently considered that the
‘articulation’ from FE to HE by the vocational
route has been disappointing. There has not been
an expansion of Access to HE numbers so they
are a less important as proportion of the ex-
panded sector in Scotland. Little progress has
been made in creating a flexible HE sector [47].

In general, both Gorardet al and Smith have
noted that there is a lack of scientifically rigorous
testing of the effectiveness of interventions such
as Access to HE for mature students [28, 42].
Such evidence as has been generated appears to
be sufficient to dispel fears that Access students
cannot succeed in HE, but achievement and ac-
cess to elite universities are both areas where
more progress could be made.

The learning experience
of Access to HE students

While much of the research into the effec-
tiveness of the Access to HE programme has
been substantially quantitative, another broad
swathe of research has adopted a largely qualita-
tive approach. The theoretical bases of these
studies are diverse, but almost all of them focus
on the learner and their learning experience as
they make the considerable transition from being
someone outside the formal education system to
being a new university entrant.

One influential example of this approach was
a study by O’Donnell and Tobbell which took
Wenger’s idea of ‘communities of practice’ as its
point of departure [48]. ‘Communities of practice
are groups of people who share a concern or
a passion for something they do and learn how
to do it better as they interact regularly.” Such
communities have a shared domain of interest,
its members discuss and share information, and
they are practitioners [49, 50]. The concept has
been applied in the field of education and here it
is used by the authors to explore how far mature
students are able to become members of a student
‘community’. They interviewed mature students
on a university-run access course (not an Access
to HE Diploma course). They identified a ‘trajec-
tory’ in which the learner’s sense of identity
shifted from being an outsider to being a member

of the community. However, they noted obstacles
to this transition in institutional physical and ad-
ministrative practices, such as running access
classes away from the main campus [48].

Reay focuses on the sociological and psycho-
logical aspects of the transition to HE. Working-
class mature students have to make a double tran-
sition — from one stage of education to another,
and from one class to another. This is qualita-
tively different from the experience of their
younger middle-class counterparts in HE. Fol-
lowing Beck, she argues that there are risks in
changing identity. Changes in the labour market
mean that there is a race for educational creden-
tials. However, ‘Shame and the fear of shame
haunts working-class relationships to education’.
This influences the choice of which university to
apply to, and persuades some that ‘elite’ universi-
ties are not for them. There is a tension between
the feeling of being ‘not right’ for an older uni-
versity and the feeling of not being proud of
going to a newer one. Middle-class students are
more focused on issues of prestige in selecting
a university. Reay notes that at one time ‘access’
was a movement for challenging the system from
below, but now while class inequalities remain,
there is a conflict for working-class students be-
tween the demands of ‘authenticity’ (being true
to their roots) and equal access to elite universi-
ties [51]. Some working-class students have to
choose between poverty and failure (work vs.
study time). Psychological barriers to choosing
some universities exist, connected to ideas of fit-
ting in’, connected to conceptions of class and
race [21]. Reay notes the widespread belief that
educational credentials are essential to get on
in life, or ‘mass credentialism’. She notes that
‘authenticity’ is a classed concept — being true to
your roots for the working class, self-realisation
for the middle class [13, 52]. Reay has also
adapted Bourdieu’s idea of the ‘habitus’, a dispo-
sition towards certain values and behaviours,
to talk about an institutional ‘habitus’. She uses
this to argue that some Access students depend
on their FEC for advice regarding university ad-
missions, and the standard advice of the FEC is
to go to a post-92 university, because of prior
success in gaining admissions. Thus the ‘habitus’
of the FEC channels Access students in a certain
direction and dissuades them from applying to
elite universities [53]. By contrast Reay et al note
the critical role of one tutor who persuaded an
Access student to try successfully for a university
she would not otherwise have considered [54].
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James found that students were actively both
changing their identities and strengthening their
position in the labour market. Good relationships
with Access tutors were crucial in helping them
through this transition [55]. James and Busher et
al found that learners did change their identities
and become more confident and independent.
However, some had negative experiences in ap-
plying to university concerning the way in which
the Access to HE Diploma, and their life expe-
riences were regarded by admissions staff [56].
(This undervaluing of working-class life experi-
ence reinforces the possibility that the personal
statement may be an obstacle to equality of op-
portunity.) They used a ‘communities of practice’
approach to examine learners’ shifting identities.
They noted informal ‘emergent communities’ of
students, as well as tutor-led groups. Tutors had
power over the students, but were seen to be sup-
portive. Financial problems were a common ob-
stacle to successfully making the transition [57].
James, Busher et al also examined the ‘dis-
courses’ that students used about themselves and
their education. Discursive approaches examine
how our understanding of social reality is con-
structed through language [58]. A ‘discourse’ is
a particular way of talking about the world or
some aspect of the world, and can be located in
a variety of texts from everyday speech to high
art [59, 60]. Mature students’ discourses about
themselves as learners and their trajectories
showed them to join AHE as ‘disaffected lear-
ners’ as a result of exam-focused curricula and
a lack of respect from teachers. Some also joined
as ‘disaffected workers’ unhappy working in jobs
without prospects or satisfaction. The authors
also relate Bourdieu’s notion of social capital to
the students’ testimony that supportive teachers
and feeling part of a group helped them [61, 62].
James, Busher and Suttill found that the popu-
larity of Access to HE reflected growing eco-
nomic uncertainty. Many AHE students made
a transition from a negative to positive learner
identity. The role of tutors was crucial, both in
being supportive and in relating learning to the
life course of the students [63]. They also found
that students progressed from lacking self-
confidence as a result of poor prior achievement
to having confidence as independent learners
having experienced learning success [64].

Brine and Waller note the role of Access to
HE in widening participation to lower socioeco-
nomic status groups. They question whether
a change in learner identity on Access to HE also

involves a change in class identity and note the
complex relationship between gender and class.
Access to HE was not the first adult learning ex-
perience for some of the subjects of the study.
Like Beck, they talk about risk as a key concept.
There are four main types of risk: of academic
failure, of economic hardship, of strained per-
sonal relationships and of conflict surrounding
class identity. Women have bought into the go-
vernment’s discourse of aspiration but this dis-
course presents a positive outcome as if it were
certain. None of the women could enter an old
university. They experienced risk to personal re-
lationships, sometimes linked to class identity
[65, 70]. Waller also examined two accounts by
Access to HE students, one by a woman who was
the first female in her family to go to university.
Waller notes that processes of individualisation
(as described by Beck) mean that life changes
such as bereavement can be experienced as
personal failures rather than as societal prob-
lems [66].

Focusing on the experience of black stu-
dents in Access to HE, Richards found that
some students experienced discrimination in
that during enrolment they were required to do
tests that other new students did not have to do.
She highlights the importance of mentoring stu-
dents [67].

Warming ton found that students develop an
idea of personal development as a kind of mental
insurance against the potential failure of the
course to deliver employment. Students wanted
to get away from the peripheral labour market
and welfare dependency, and qualifications a way
out, but they needed to insure their identities
against the risk of failure. Their experiences of
the labour market transformed their previous dis-
affection with education, and led to a desire for
a career rather than a job. This should be under-
stood as a form of agency not conformism to the
system. Students developed a sense of self-worth
as insurance against the possibility that educa-
tional success might not deliver the job they
hoped for: the idea that “They can’t take that
away from me.” Students cultivated the illusion
of being able to survive the vagaries of the job
market [68].

Webb found that gender and social class
were important influences upon risk taking. For
example, the experience of divorce could trans-
form the outlook of a working-class woman.
Webb also noted the importance of social capital
in providing support to students [20].
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Burke argues that identity is constructed
from already available discourses. She notes that
Access to HE is female-dominated and in her
research found that some working-class men see
a ‘student’ learner identity as incompatible with
the values of working-class manhood which in-
volve earning money and spending it. Notions of
masculinity and family influences affected their
decisions. However, she argues that working-
class men do not have a ‘deficit’ which needs to
be corrected [69]. Burke has noted themes of re-
spectability, bullying and laziness in men’s ac-
counts of themselves, and a complex relationship
between their ideas of masculinity and their
desire to change [70]. She has examined how
men with negative prior experiences of learning
relate this to their masculinity and reinvent them-
selves as students, for example by talking about
dealing with their self-confessed ‘laziness’ [71].
With Woodin, Burke found that the possibility
of failure in education was a threat to the sense of
self for working-class men. Their awareness that
Access to HE was seen as not seen as the ‘gold
standard’ like A levels, reinforced feeling of be-
ing outsiders. Race, class, money, and family all
influenced the choices they made [72]. With mi-
grant students she also took a discursive approach
and looked at how they resist the dominant dis-
course of them as problem students and assert
a positive identity [73]. In her research with
working-class women, Burke found that women’s
participation in HE goes much deeper than mere
instrumentality. Education is not just a means to
an end such as a better job: it is a search for space
for the self. Burke argues that a deficit model of
working-class culture pathologises the working
class. She also argues that the neoliberal model of
free individual choice ignores the actual tensions
which arise from women’s participation in the
labour market [74]. Burke has also used dis-
course analysis on interviews with practitioners
in FECs who are responsible for widening par-
ticipation. She noted the role of social class on
individual outlooks, which did not necessarily
reflect the government’s neoliberal rhetoric [71].

Jones’ research on Access to HE social
workers portrays the Access programme as a suc-
cess story. She noted changes in learners’ self-
perception and also their resilience. She noted
that a difficult balancing act with family and
friends was required. She highlighted the impor-
tance of group solidarity [75].

In contrast to some of the approaches dis-
cussed above, Field and Morgan-Klein have tried

to restore the importance of class as a category
of analysis, in contrast to the tendency to talk
in terms of subjective identities. They acknow-
ledge that gender and ‘race’ are also relevant.
They highlight the connections between class
and subjective identity. For example, low in-
come may mean a decision to live at home and
study locally, but this means less participation in
student life, less socialising and greater margi-
nality [76].

Chapman has found that some mature stu-
dents suffered from ‘imposter’ syndrome. In other
words, they felt they did not belong at university.
Chapman uses a ‘communities of practice’ ap-
proach and argues that mature students came
to see themselves as ‘novice academics’ rather
than as students, because they engaged with the
learning side of university more than the social
side [77].

The mainly qualitative research described
above is not designed to prove the effectiveness
of any particular intervention. Rather it is de-
signed to sensitise practitioners in FE and HE, to
get them to ask themselves the right questions
and design interventions accordingly. A good
example of this approach is the University of
Surrey study by Newson et al, which combines
areview of research findings with practical re-
commendations for improving the way the uni-
versity deals with mature students [78].

Concluding remarks

There is a wealth of evidence that the Access
to HE programme has been a life-transforming
experience for many of its students, and a sub-
stantial number of people have benefited from it.
Most of the evidence suggests that tutors are
committed to their students, Access students do
develop as independent learners, and if they get
to university, the overwhelming majority do ob-
tain degrees. However, there are areas of con-
cern. Taking the figures for 2012-2013, if 24 %
of Access students do not complete, and if 68 %
of applicants through UCAS are successful, then
only just over half of Access students will
become undergraduates, without allowing for
completions not awarded a diploma, and those
who choose not to apply. Arguably the lower
level of degree classification of Access students
is a concern, and certainly the concentration of
Access students in post-92 universities could be
seen as a form of what Forsyth and Furlong have
dubbed ‘hidden disadvantage’ — wider participa-
tion, but still not on equal terms [79]. Then again,
only further research can uncover to what extent
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these results are attributable to any failings on the
part of the Access programme (such as inade-
quate preparation for HE), or stem from other
causes such as the practices of HEIs themselves.
Certainly McGivney’s research into student ‘per-
sistence’ suggests that many of the reasons why
students fail to complete degrees are outside the
scope of the Access programme [80, 81], and
a similar mixture of family, work, and financial
pressures is found in the research of McVitty and
Morris [10].

Probably the greatest threat to the programme
is the constantly shifting nature of the British
HE/FE landscape. The result of the governmental
pressure on universities to ‘widen participation’
in return for being allowed to charge higher tui-
tion fees, is that universities are increasingly
devising their own programmes of outreach and

access. This may mean that universities give
preference to their own bespoke access pro-
grammes in admissions. This would be a step
backwards from the vision of Access to HE as
a nationally portable qualification of standardised
quality, and might actually restrict student choice.
A second trend is the development of ‘HE in FE’,
in which FECs offer undergraduate qualifica-
tions, usually at level 4, and usually in partner-
ship with at least one HEI. Government policy is
to encourage FECs to become new entrants in the
HE field, and some FECs may see their Access
students as a pool of recruits who can progress
internally to degree level [82]. Once again this
will give rise to the danger of ‘hidden disadvan-
tage’; but for some students, wider participation
in HE on unequal terms will still be preferable to
not participating at all.
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ToHu BpatliaH lMpozpamMma nod2omoeKu K MocmyrieHuro 8 yHueepcumem

BenukobpumanHuu Access to Higher Education

YOK 27.018.4
BBK Y 426-24

NMPOrPAMMA NOAINOTOBKU K MOCTYIMJIEHUIO B YHUBEPCUTET
BEJINKOBPUTAHUN ACCESS TO HIGHER EDUCATION

T. BpauaH
HOxHo-Ypanbckuli ecocydapcmeeHHbIl yHuUeepcumem, YensabuHck

[IpeacraBneno onncanue MpOrpaMMbl MOATOTOBKH K MOCTYIUICHHIO B YHHBEPCHUTET Access
to Higher Education. IIporpamMma paccunTana B OCHOBHOM Ha CTYJICHTOB 3pEJIOr0 BO3pacTa W3
HeOIaronoyryyHbsIx cemei. OnucaHsl XapakTep MpOrpaMMbl, €€ UCTOKH, CTATUCTHIECKUE JAHHBIC,
KOJINYECTBEHHBIE U KAUCCTBCHHBIC HAYUYHBIE HCCIIEIOBAHNS, TIOCBSIICHHBIC H3YUEHHIO €€ 3 ek-
TUBHOCTHU. BOIIbIIIOE YMCIIO KOJTMYIECTBEHHBIX MCCIEAOBAHNI KOHCTAaTUPYIOT €€ HEBBICOKYIO 3(-
(exTuBHOCTB. McciienoBanusi, TOCBSIIICHHbIE N3YYEHUIO KayecTBa Pe3yJIbTaTOB POrpaMMBbIl, HE
JIaf0T TpesicTaBiIeHus 00 oOueit a¢dpexTrBHOCTH porpaMMbl. K 0CHOBHOMY BBIBO/IY MOKHO OT-
HECTH TOT (paKT, 4TO Mporpamma sIBJISIeTCs BOCTPEOOBAaHHOW OOJBIINM KOJIMYECTBOM CTY/ICHTOB,
HO HEOOXOJMMBI JaNbHEeHIINe NCCIeOBAaHHs, YTOOBI BBISIBUTH (DAKTOPBI, BIMSIONIME HA ycIie-
BaeMOCTh 00y4Yaromuxcsi. T GaKTOpbl MOTYT OBITh KaK BHYTPEHHUMH, CBSI3aHHBIMH C pean3a-
LUel MporpaMMBl U €€ CTPYKTYPOMH, Tak M BHEUTHUMH. B yclioBHsSX OBICTPO MEHSIOLIETOCS BBIC-
mrero oopaszoBanus, Oyayiiee IporpaMMbl HEOTIPEAEICHHO.

Kniouegvie cnosa: docmyn k gvicuiemy obpasosanuio, 3pensiii cmyoenm, 0030p aumepamy-
Pbl, ONBIM yUaWe2ocst, O0CMUNCEHUsL CMyOenma.
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TUHTBUCTUKY, FOxHO-Ypanbckuii rocynapcTBeHHbIH yHHUBepcuteT (YenssOmnck), tonypbryan@
yahoo.co.uk.
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