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The Politics of Widening Participation: A review of the literature 
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    Widening participation programmes aim to provide diverse sections of society with the opportunity to study in higher education and in so doing help to transform the relationship between universities and the community. Once regarded as suitable only for a select few, higher education has become increasingly attractive to a broad range of people and this owes a lot to the widening participation agenda. We should note, however, that widening participation is not a single policy but something that involves a long-term process of social and cultural change (Universities UK, 2003). The continued success of widening participation does however rely upon staff in universities reassessing their roles in the community and re-thinking the ways in which we provide education. Amongst other things, this calls upon us to reflect upon and adapt the methods we use to facilitate learning (HEFCE, 2001, p. 4). Mass higher education provides challenges as well as opportunities and perhaps we need to remind ourselves that we are involved in preparing students for a variety of roles and that we need to be able to respond to diverse needs and understand the different motives that spur students to embark upon education at a higher level.

    The Labour government in Britain has been particularly interested in pushing the widening participation agenda. The Blair government committed itself to increasing the participation of young people in higher education to 50 per cent by 2010. According to Margaret Hodge, the former higher education minister in the Blair government, this will mean that universities will have to change in nature. This might involve the blurring of boundaries between universities, further education colleges and even schools and the development of real partnerships between universities and further education colleges (MacLeod and Major, 2002, p. 9). It is recognised that if access to higher education is to be broadened, a great deal needs to be done to address and overcome the barriers to participation in higher education. Clarke (2003) argued that it is necessary to challenge and change the expectations of young people from poor backgrounds, many of who are put off by the image of students and feel that higher education has no part to play in their lives. Outreach programmes, like the Aim higher Roadshow visits to local colleges and schools, have been particularly important in attracting a broader array of students to higher education (Clarke, 2003, p. 69).

    But the successes and failures of widening participation go far beyond the increase in the number of students from under-represented sections of society. Widening participation is controversial. It involves challenging some of the traditional roles of universities and academics. It also involves making a deliberate choice to target certain groups in society rather than simply respond to existing demand. In order to further our understanding of widening participation, this paper will explore some of the key arguments made for and against widening access to higher education. These arguments will be drawn in the main from academic commentaries, the media and from a selection of important government publications.

Arguments for widening participation

    Many of the early arguments in favour of widening participation stemmed from a fear that Britain was in danger of social breakdown. After the hardships associated with significant parts of the 1980s and early 1990s, politicians and policy makers began to worry about the problems of social exclusion and of people becoming detached and alienated from the mainstream of society. In the early deliberations on widening participation, Helena Kennedy QC chaired the Widening Participation Committee of the Further Education Funding Council. She argued with considerable force that widening participation was not just about increasing numbers in higher education but was far more concerned with reaching those parts of society that were isolated from opportunities. In particular, it was argued that attracting disaffected young men into further education was important as a measure to avoid social breakdown (Macleod, 1996, p. 2). Kennedy suggested that encouraging people to participate in learning throughout life is the only way that we will generate wealth and new jobs. She saw the value of education in tackling social exclusion and was particularly in favour of an expansion in the further education sector in the hope that this would attract more people from disadvantaged backgrounds into higher education. Kennedy called for a redistribution of public resources towards those with less success in earlier learning. She also suggests that higher education institutions have a role, in partnership with the further education sector, in getting people to continue their education to ‘…tackle this waste of national potential and to create social justice’ (Kennedy, 1997, p. 2). There was certainly a sense that an expansion in further and higher education was needed to undo some of the economic and social problems of the previous two decades.

    Advocates of widening participation often find that they have to prove the value of expanding higher education provision and that they are not sacrificing standards out of misguided altruism. It has been shown, however, that people who enter higher education with low qualifications or by using a non-traditional route can do well in their degrees. Research carried out at universities in Leeds and Kent has shown that once students have won a place at university, those who were accepted with weaker entry qualifications seem to have as good a chance of success as those with good entry qualifications. Similarly, students who gained entry via non-traditional routes (such as GNVQ, foundation or access courses) were found to perform at a similar level to students with A levels and a more traditional educational background (Midgley, 2002). Supporters of widening participation are keen to point out that people develop their interests or peak at different times and that universities should be there for when people are ready to study at a higher level. The alternative is rather bleak. If universities concentrate too much upon recruiting people at the end of A levels, they will surely miss out on a broad array of students who want the opportunity to study at university perhaps as a result of failing to find suitable work without a degree.

    Supporters of widening participation have argued that it can help to break down social barriers. In a HEFCE (2001) report is was argued that widening participation strategies have the potential to improve relations and bridge gaps between staff and students, partly because they often include student perspectives, opinions and experiences of higher education. It was said also that widening participation could assist in improving relations between universities and the community. Staffordshire University, for example, has been particularly successful in developing links with regional further education colleges in its efforts to increase contact with under-represented groups. Partnerships have also been established across universities between staff interested in widening participation through which they share experience, expertise and ideas (HEFCE, 2001, p. 45). It would seem indeed that widening participation is about making connections with students, the community and with other educators in the hope of informing developments in higher education to keep what we have to offer relevant to the needs of our students.

    The drive to widen access to education can be justified using fairly traditional free market arguments. It could be argued that many universities are woefully behind the times and that they need to recognise the importance of choice and service. Using the analogy of a supermarket, Sir Geoffrey Holland (the former vice chancellor of Exeter University) argued that customers expect choice, service, quality assurance and refunds and that universities should be willing to adopt a similar approach to their business. He was particularly critical of the way in which universities allowed their academic staff to put research before teaching and to deny students the best possible access to learning resources (Clare, 2003). Such arguments see students as customers with rights to education. This is particularly relevant in the context of increases in student fees and, it could be argued, anybody who can pay the fees or have the fees paid for them should have the right to access higher education. If we view students in this way and see universities primarily as businesses, then widening participation becomes another way to attract revenue. 

    This business model might of course be a little blunt for some supporters of widening participation. For those who shun the business model, there are plenty of other arguments that appeal to our sense of fairness. It has been argued that social justice depends in part on  ‘… ensuring that the opportunity to enter higher education should be open to anyone who has the potential to benefit from it, regardless of background’ (DFES, 2003, p. 5). It has also been argued that widening participation allows for a greater degree of diversity in the university sector. Eric Thomas (2004), vice-chancellor of Bristol University, draws attention to the impact of widening participation at his university. Using the department of Historical Studies as an example, he claimed that members of staff believe that the policy of widening access is having beneficial effects. Applications to the department are now said to come from a broader pool of students. Once known for recruiting those from privileged backgrounds, there is a greater diversity in educational background, age and ethnicity. Staff felt that this diversity has created a better learning environment in which students listen to and learn from each other. Thomas also suggests that there has been an improvement in student performance, as shown by an increase in the number of first-class degrees awarded (Thomas, 2004, p. 14). For supporters of widening participation, diversity should be seen in a positive light. It is clear that people from different backgrounds bring different experiences into the seminar room and in so doing can enrich the educational experience of staff and students alike.

    Widening participation can also assist in the development of citizenship. In the context of wanting to enhance active citizenship, it could be argued that a higher education system that is responsive to diverse needs in the community can do more to enliven citizenship and democracy than one that caters for a small minority of students from similar backgrounds. Stuart (2002), for example, argues that higher education equips learners with at least some of the understanding and knowledge necessary to make them more socially active and powerful citizens. The Labour government also believes that higher education can advance the individual in a number of ways. Although careers and personal development are regarded highly, there is certainly the hope that graduates will become ‘more engaged citizens’ (Clarke, 2003, p 59). Some universities have taken the development of citizenship to heart. Manchester Metropolitan University, for example, augmented its teaching and learning strategy in 1997 to address the individual and social development of its students and to nurture independent learners who are capable of adapting to changes in society (HEFCE, 2001). When we talk about citizenship, we should remember that we are taking note of how individuals relate to each other and their communities and how we can gain the skills and knowledge necessary to participate in the political process. The higher education system can make a contribution to this by helping to equip students with the requisite skills and by attempting to spread these skills and opportunities for learning as widely as possible. 

Arguments against widening participation
    By no means all people accept that access to higher education should be as wide as possible. Universities have traditionally offered higher education to a minority and possessing a degree was once regarded as a mark of distinction, something that separated its holder from many in the community. Mass higher education has changed this and it would seem that widening participation strategies run the risk of further devaluing the market value of a degree and the kudos attached to being a graduate. Critics of widening participation are apt to point out that it is important to defend higher education from such egalitarian policies.

    The British Conservative Party has been particularly critical of attempts to widen access to higher education. The Conservative Party said that it would abandon the Labour government’s target to get 50% of young people into university. The Conservatives said that they were far more in favour of reducing the number of places in universities and changing funding arrangements to encourage the development of vocational courses. It was argued, moreover, that widening participation initiatives often discriminated against pupils from independent schools (Kallenbach, 2003). According to newspaper reports, Chris Patten (the chancellor of Oxford University and former Conservative minister) believes that the government’s commitment to widening participation meant that quality was suffering in British higher education. At the same time, Patten claimed that there was no evidence that the expansion of free higher education had promoted social inclusion (Smithers, 2004, p. 10). He described widening participation as a form of ‘social engineering’ (Curtis, 2004b, p6). For some conservatives, widening participation takes equal opportunities too far and often discriminates against more prosperous families and the independent school sector (Kallenbach, 2003). Widening participation might serve the interests of disadvantaged sections of society but this could be at the expense of the more advantaged and prosperous.

    Party politics aside, it could be argued that there are too many graduates chasing too few jobs and that this devalues university education. A study conducted by the polling company Mori for the student housing company Unite, suggests that over 60 per cent of students said they were worried that the increasing number of graduates would make it harder to get a job, whilst many said that they felt attaining a bachelor’s degree was not enough. The research was critical of the widening participation programme, with one student respondent claiming that the drive to get 50 per cent of young people into higher education would reduce the value of degrees (Curtis, 2005c, p. 2). This critique shows that whilst widening participation can provide a broader range of people with the benefits of higher education, there is some resentment towards the continual development of mass higher education. This is largely because it raises the stakes necessary to secure suitable employment and perhaps forces many students towards further study at postgraduate level (and the further debts that this might entail) to increase their own prospects. 

    Widening participation can also turn out to be quite expensive. Even Charles Clarke (2003) acknowledged that the cost of retaining non-traditional students is often very high. Research has shown that there is a high drop out rate at universities that recruit students without traditional qualifications. In a study at the University of North London and London Guildhall University (now London Metropolitan University) it was argued that the high non-completion rate at the University of North London was due in part to it admitting nearly three times as many students without traditional qualifications such as A-levels. According to the study, higher non-completion rates are the price that universities will have to pay for operating a more ‘open access’ policy. Student leaders, however, have argued that the government’s widening participation policy needs to be matched by more resources being made available to support students during their degrees (Curtis, 2005a). We should remember that widening participation is not just about getting students to come to university. Once there, it is important that they have access to suitable support. This will obviously have financial implications for universities and present some challenges to academics and support staff.

    It could be that university education is not suited to all. Critics of widening participation could argue with some justification that there is a limit to what the higher education system can offer and there is no reason to believe that possessing a degree is a good thing in itself or will help all that are educated to degree level. Barry Matthews, chair of the Professional Association of Teachers, suggested that teenagers were being brainwashed into thinking that university was their only option. Matthews questioned the need for vocational degrees, asking whether bricklayers needed degrees or practical ability, whilst he was also scornful of new ‘Mickey Mouse’ degrees in surfing or soap operas (Matthews cited in Curtis, 28 July 2004, p. 8). It is clear that there are now many new degrees in the portfolios of universities. Degrees have in some ways replaced the old apprenticeships and the practice of in-house training. For example, studies in journalism and in nursing are now successful degrees. We suspect that there will be those who believe that universities should not teach such subjects and should stick to teaching more traditional disciplines. Such a position fails to take into account the changing nature of the job market and the changing interests of students.

Conclusion

    We have been concerned so far with outlining some of the arguments for and against widening participation. We have not as yet looked in any depth at widening participation strategies or assessed the success or failures of these strategies. The student voice is also missing from the above review. If we are to understand widening participation, we can learn a great deal from students and from their experiences of studying at university. Instead of looking at widening participation strategies or the impact of widening participation on students, we have chosen to investigate some of the broad ideas in circulation about the value or otherwise of broadening access to higher education. It is apparent that the arguments for and against widening participation rest upon two very different views of the university and of the purpose of higher education. Supporters of widening participation are far more likely than its critics to place a positive value upon diversity and social justice. They seem aware that there are many routes into higher education and that universities should respond to diverse needs rather than close its doors to all who deviate from a pre-determined (and class-based) norm. For supporters of widening participation, universities should not be concerned solely with giving the academically gifted the opportunity to increase their lead over other members of the community. Instead, universities are seen as resources for the community where many people can prosper. For the critics of widening participation, such priorities threaten standards and fail to recognise that universities should be more concerned with educating the next generation of elites than with turning vast sections of society into graduates. Although there are pragmatic concerns over the costs of widening participation, arguments for and against widening participation tend to rest upon fairly well defined ideological grounds. The choice would seem to be between a university system that serves the interests of the many or one that cultivates the talents of the few.
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