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Overview/agenda

• Defining a WPA

• WPA support programme and 
resources

• WPA student experience 
interventions

• Enabling environment 
interventions – what are they are 
how can they be evaluated

• Questions/reflections



What is a whole provider approach?



Inclusive 
student 

experience

Enabling 
environment

Whole 
provider 
approach

Whole provider approach (WPA) 



WPA Student experience
1. A whole provider student experience extends across the student lifecycle .
2. WPA student experience takes into account and works across the whole of 

students’ lives.
3. WPA student experience (practices, services and opportunities) are available to 

students across the HEP, rather than just in particular sites, departments or 
courses.

4. WPA student experience should be based on institutional change rather than 
requiring students to adapt and fit in (Kift 2015 & 2023, Thomas 2002, Thomas & 
Tight 2011, Zepke & Leach 2005). 

5. The most effective way of reaching students – particularly those targeted by 
widening access and student success interventions - is through the curriculum 
(Kift 2024, Thomas 2012) rather than through supplementary activities, as 
participating in learning is often prioritised above the wider student experience 
(Thomas 2020). 

6. Sometimes a targeted and proactive approach is required to meet the needs of 
specific groups (Moore et al 2013, Stevenson et al 2019).

7. All staff, not just professional widening access and student success staff 
contribute to WPA.

8. Students contribute to a WPA.



What works? Student 
retention and success 
(Thomas 2012, Thomas et al 2017)

• At the heart of student retention and success is a strong sense 
of belonging in HE for all students. This is most effectively 
nurtured through students’ engagement in mainstream activities 
that all students participate in.

• The academic sphere is the most important site for nurturing 
engagement which creates a sense of belonging. This puts 
inclusive learning and teaching at the heart of effective student 
retention and success.

• Some student groups find it more difficult to engage and 
belong than others, and this contributes to differential outcomes.

• To maximise the success of all students a whole institution 
approach is required based on cultural and structural change and 
underpinned by evidence.  



Enabling 
environment

Four dimensions:

1. Institutional and senior leadership 
commitment.

2. Alignment of HEP policies, processes 
and organisational arrangements.

3. Staff and student engagement and 
partnership in widening access and 
student success/WPA: Engagement, 
capacity and communication.

4. Data and evidence.



New ‘Whole 
Provider 
Approach’ 
model (2024)



Widening access & 
student success 
Maturity Model

• Project work and additional support, initially to widen 

access, and then to support success

First generation: Individual champions

• Inclusive learning experience, and some teams and 

groups working well across the student lifecycle (WP 

teams, academic courses, student services, etc)

Second generation: Pockets of excellence

• Whole institution approach: working across the 

lifecycle, academic and wider student experience, 

involving all staff, promoting equity.

Third generation: Inclusive institution



Longer-term impact of WPA

APP/WPA support programme and 
resources
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WPA Toolkit

1. Self-assessment of WPA. (a) Initial reflective 
questions; (b) More in-depth reflection.

2. Student experience mapping tool.

3. Enabling environment review tool.

4. WPA template (for writing this section of the APP)

5. WPA impact evaluation theory of change template

6. WPA evaluation framework (in development) 



Tool 2: WPA 
Intervention 
Mapping Tool

• Please feel free to use this tool to 
map your own WPA interventions.  
For example, cross-institution or 
BAU that support equity groups

• Please give us feedback on the 
mapping tool. How have you used 
it? How have you adapted it? How 
can we make it more relevant and 
useful?

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/10rX7ngePbKFd0DvHcUzd1SfilENAI6neIbMCKCyhCYc/edit?usp=drive_link
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/10rX7ngePbKFd0DvHcUzd1SfilENAI6neIbMCKCyhCYc/edit?usp=drive_link
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/10rX7ngePbKFd0DvHcUzd1SfilENAI6neIbMCKCyhCYc/edit?usp=drive_link


Tool 2: WPA Intervention Mapping Tool

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/10rX7ngePbKFd0DvHcUzd1SfilENAI6neIbMCKCyhCYc/edit?usp=drive_link


Tool 2: WPA Intervention Mapping Tool

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/10rX7ngePbKFd0DvHcUzd1SfilENAI6neIbMCKCyhCYc/edit?usp=drive_link


Types of student experience interventions

• Based on data and 
risk analysis, e.g.  
targeted or whole 
HEP interventions.

• Activities targeted 
at specific groups, 
e.g. pre-entry and 
transition activities, 
mentoring and 
careers guidance

• Core HEP activities, 
e.g. recruitment, 
student services.

• New interventions 
informed by APP 
assessment. E.g. 
inclusive 
curriculum, mental 
health

Interventions 
across the whole 

HEP

Business and 
usual (BAU)

Pilots of new 
interventions and 

activity

Targeted 
interventions



• New activities

• New groups

Pilot

• Evaluation

• Learning

Enhance
• Targeted or 

embedded

• Cross-institution

Roll-out

• Embedded

• Consistency

• Monitor target 
groups

BAU
• No gaps in access, 

continuation, 
completion, 
attainment and 
progression

Equity

From projects and interventions to inclusive 
WPA

Requires an enabling environment

• Requires and supports all parts of HEP to participate
• Facilitates engagement and change
• Reaches all students
• Promotes consistency and equity

Benefits from an enabling 
environment

• Encourages and facilitates change

I n s t i t u t i o n a l  m a t u r i t y



Enabling environment mapping tool (version 3)

About the Enabling 
Environment Review tool

Your HEP:  who has 
completed the review and 
when, average scores and a 
radar chart

Institutional and senior 
management commitment

Alignment of HEP policies 
and processes

Communication and 
organisational arrangements

Staff engagement, capacity 
and partnership working

Students’ values, 
development, opportunities 
and recognition

Using data and evidence to 
underpin and drive WP and 
student success

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1zpzRxQQD1zPTefnipzIs802PV35NeKqGNnZndXqF3ng/edit?usp=drive_link


Tool 3: Enabling environment review tool 



Assessing progress in relation to 
the indicators

Self-assessment is based on team discussion, a 
simple scale and examples or evidence to 
justify or explain the assessment.

0: Not started/no evidence available

1: In progress (early stages)

3: In progress (advanced)

5: Completed/exemplary 

2 and 4 can be used to indicate that you are 
between these descriptive points.



Identify gaps 
and agree 
priorities for 
enhancing the 
enabling 
environment

0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

3.5

4.0

Commitment

Alignment

Organisation

Staff

Students

Data and evidence

Enabling Environment



WPA 
improvement 

activities 
from Wave 1

Alignment of policies and processes, engaging staff

• APP governance structure incorporating staff from across the HEP and 
students from target groups.

• Hub-and-net model of distributed leadership, engaging colleagues and 
promoting collaboration.

• New strategic lead for access and participation promoting staff engagement, 
responsibility and change.

• Creating alignment between APP team and EDI committee through 
membership and working groups.

• Ensuring alignment between People Plan and APP.

• Localised planning and evaluation to meet APP objectives.

• Raise staff awareness and engagement of APP through roadshow.

Developing the capacity of staff and students

• Sharing good practice via an annual conference.

• Building diversity and success into the student induction programme.

• Introduction of new student feedback mechanisms which encourage 
reflection

• Involving students as paid curriculum consultants, and co-creating continuous 
improvement of APP.

Improving data, evidence and evaluation

• Development and use of data dashboards.

• Using CRM system to communicate with specific groups of students via 
targeted emails.

• Developing evaluation capacity by working with central teams and academic 
departments 



Longer-term impact
WPA is a means to an end: 
greater student equity

Understand what works

Create an enabling context

Roll ‘interventions’ out to HEP

Improve experience & outcomes

Student equity



Evaluating WPA: Logic chain

Activities

Short-

term 

benefits

Medium-

term 

outcomes

Longer- 

term 

impact

Intermediate outcomes 

Assumes a causal relationship

12 3 4



Activity: Identifying evaluation indicators for 
Enabling Environment interventions

1. In groups read the scenario.
2. Look at the yellow evaluation cards 

and select the longer-term 
institutional change(s) (1-2) you are 
focusing on.

3. Use the blue cards to select short-
term indicators (around 4),

4. Use the red cards to select 
medium-term indicators (3-4).

5. You may need to adapt the 
indicators e.g. to be more specific 
to your example.

6. If you have time you can think 
about evidence sources.



Feedback on 
group task

• Share examples of medium-term 
outcome indicators (associated 
with the changes that happen as 
a result of enhancing the 
enabling environment).

• Provide reflections on the 
evaluation indicator cards.



WPA Evaluation 
Programme

• If you would like to work with me 
to design an evaluation 
framework for a WPA 
intervention, please get in touch.

• We will be selecting partners in 
late this year and delivering 
workshops at institutions in early 
in 2025.

• liz.thomas@york.ac.uk



Thank you
liz.Thomas@york.ac.uk

mailto:liz.Thomas@york.ac.uk
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