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∂

The UK’s access problem

Data sources: HESA, UCAS and DfE



∂

Slow progress on widening access

Adapted from Boliver, V. (2015) Lies, damned lies, and statistics 

on widening access to Russell Group universities. Radical Statistics.



∂

Ambitious new widening access targets

Source: Office for Students (2018) Annex D: The development of access and participation 

targets. Bristol: Office for Students, p.8 Figure 4. 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/8af8fb0f-6562-4d18-aa27-ca95552cbdf3/bd-2018-december-41-access-and-participation-annex-d.pdf


∂

The need to contextualise attainment

Source: Boliver, Gorard and Siddiqui (2019) Using contextualised admissions to widen access 

to higher education: a guide to the evidence base. DECE Research Briefing No. 1.

https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/dece/ContextualisedHEadmissions.pdf


∂

Rethinking fairness

Claims to fairness made in relation to the traditional model 

of admissions:

• Formal equality of opportunity –anyone can compete 

freely for a place 

• Selection on merit – places go to the most highly 

qualified, deemed the most deserving & the best placed 

to benefit

• Procedural justice – everyone assessed against the 

same criteria in the same way



∂

Fairness claims of contextualised approaches to 

admission:

• Fair equality of opportunity – recognizes and 

addresses the lack of a level playing field

• Selection on potential or ‘calibrated merit’ – places go 

to those who have performed exceptionally well 

considering their circumstances

• Distributive justice – differential treatment to ensure 

equitable outcomes

Rethinking fairness



∂

What do you need to succeed?

“…many institutions now routinely ask for substantially higher grades than 

the level of attainment than is necessary to successfully complete degree 

programmes” (CoWA 2016)

Source: Boliver, Gorard & Siddiqui (2017) How can we widen participation in HE? 

In The University as a Critical Institution?



∂

Degree success does not depend strongly 

on grades on entry

Source: Boliver, Gorard and Siddiqui (2019) Using contextualised admissions to widen access 

to higher education: a guide to the evidence base. DECE Research Briefing No. 1.

https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/dece/ContextualisedHEadmissions.pdf


∂

Stronger link between grades on entry and 

degree classification…

Source: Boliver, Gorard and Siddiqui (2019) Using contextualised admissions to widen access 

to higher education: a guide to the evidence base. DECE Research Briefing No. 1.

https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/dece/ContextualisedHEadmissions.pdf


∂

Learning support to bridge gaps in 

subject knowledge and build academic 

skills via

• Pre-entry summer schools

• Foundation years 

• Supported first years

(Boliver et al 2017 Admissions in Context)

Financial support to enable full-time 

focus on study 

(Hordósy and Clark 2018 Student budgets and 

widening participation; Harrison et al 2018 

Access, participation and capabilities)

Supporting disadvantaged students to 

succeed in HE



∂

Supporting disadvantaged students to 

succeed in HE

Narrow equation of ‘excellence’ with academic selectivity and research-

intensiveness can be a barrier to supporting

disadvantaged learners

• Widening access largely restricted 

to the ‘heroic disadvantaged’ who 

have succeeded academically at 

school against the odds

• Only really willing to ‘teach’ 

those who can be expected to

succeed at university under

their own steam

“those who have

come through adversity of some core 

kind and still perform to the level that 

we want”

“what university admissions have

to be very careful about is that we do not

take students in who might perform slightly

less well in our institution because of our methods

who could have performed exceptionally well

in another university”

Source: Boliver, Powell and Moreira (2018) Organisational Identity as a Barrier 

to Widening Access in Scottish Universities Social Sciences 7(9): 151.

https://www.dur.ac.uk/sociology/staff/profile/?mode=pdetail&id=9700&sid=9700&pdetail=117791


∂

Students support contextualised admissions

Source: HEPI (2019): What do students think about contextualised admissions?



∂

Must use individual-level indicators of 

contextual disadvantage

Source: Boliver, Gorard and Siddiqui (2019) Using contextualised admissions to widen access 

to higher education: a guide to the evidence base. DECE Research Briefing No. 1.

https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/dece/ContextualisedHEadmissions.pdf


∂

Take-home messages

Untenable to claim it is fair to require the same high grades of all, 

irrespective of socioeconomic circumstances

Entry requirements can be substantially reduced for contextually 

disadvantaged students, without setting them up to fail

Universities can and should 

help to bridge gaps in 

knowledge/skills

Individual-level indicators of 

contextual disadvantage are

needed if we are to be 

confident of reaching the

intended beneficiaries

Paper available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/13603108.2019.1678076

https://doi.org/10.1080/13603108.2019.1678076


Promoting fairer access to higher education: 

the case for contextualised admissions

Vikki Boliver*

Professor of Sociology

Durham University

17th January 2020

NERUPI Network Event - Admissions, Choice and Student Diversity

*Collaborators: Stephen Gorard, Nadia Siddiqui, Mandy Powell and Tiago Moreira

@VikkiBoliver

@HESIDurham


