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Good morning ladies and gentlemen and may I straightaway add my very warm welcome to York St John University to that of the Vice Chancellor yesterday evening.

What I will present to you today is more a case study than the broad pictures of widening participation and lifelong learning policy issues and developments so brilliantly painted for us just now by Barbara Ischinger
. I will be taking you on a journey. We use the language of journeys a lot these days in relation to widening participation, so it seems quite appropriate to do so now. This is a journey I have been on since about 2005 and because I hate travelling alone it is a journey I persuaded my University to come on too. However, before we get into the journey itself, a little necessary context. 
Slide 2.
Historically, in the UK at least (but I would suggest also in Europe and the USA) widening participation has mostly been defined in terms of “barriers to HE”. We heard about this perspective yesterday, in different ways, in the presentations by Rob and Michel
 so I do not wish to dwell too long on it. However, some important features of this approach relate directly to the journey I began in 2005. First, the emphasis of this perspective is on pre-adult, social, geographic, economic and historical factors which limit or prevent completely some sections of the population accessing higher education. This, as Barbara stressed, must remain a focus in relation to the role of tertiary education for a knowledge society. Steven Gorard’s work in 2006
 noted three types of barrier: 
· Situational (eg. personal circumstances; direct/indirect costs)

· Institutional (eg. inflexibility of provision)

· Dispositional (eg. attitudes and motivation)

I would suggest that despite some efforts by some people there has remained throughout the first decade of this century a continuing emphasis in national policy on situational and dispositional barriers. This did start to change, in small but potentially significant ways, around 2004-5. Whilst the emphasis has remained on under-representation there has begun to be more stress on seeing the barriers through the lens of “the life course”. This is an exploration and explanation of widening participation issues in the context of where an individual is, at any moment, in their lifelong learning journey, as described on the slide.

There has been since roughly 2004/5 in the UK a growing recognition that although we need to continue to work with individuals and groups long before they are likely to be able to enter HE, we must see this as part of sustained and systematic change in all phases of the life-course: an integrated and progressive sequence of individually contextualised change interventions.
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This work by Liz Thomas, which looked at the linkages between widening participation policy and practice and learning and teaching in universities, became fundamental to my journey. I have highlighted one of her recommendations and will return to this shortly, when its particular (and critical) role in this journey will become clearer.
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So, with these developments going on around me – the shift of focus to what happens inside universities and to the life-cycle or life-course perspective, plus Liz’s recommendations – I travelled to Thessaloniki and the 15th EAN Annual Conference in August 2006.

My presentation centred on the idea of a more integrated strategy for widening participation; one which challenged some basic aspects of organisational culture and, very importantly, how we understand and describe widening participation.
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This diagram was the centre-piece of my presentation in Greece. It was an attempt to capture where my thinking had taken me so far. It was crude and simplistic in several respects but it did describe where I was at this stage. Discussions with other conference delegates were crucial to the future development of my thinking but at this stage it had gone only this far.
Embedding (or Mainstreaming) widening participation has been a real focus for a great deal of work in the UK. It refers to many and varied things but is evidenced by, inter-alia: its explicit integration into strategic planning processes and objectives at all levels in the institution; a widely shared understanding of what is meant by “WP”; evaluation of the impact of widening participation measures as part of normal evaluative processes not simply of “projects”.

Non-deficit discourse is critical in this model. It is, essentially, about moving towards language which emphasises the positive (as the old song used to say). So, for example, in 2006 York St John replaced its Student Retention Strategy with a “Strategy for Student Progression and Success”. This was a major milestone not simply in terms of the key principles it established but also for the shift of perceptions it promoted.

Partnerships. In Thessaloniki, I emphasised the key role which external partnerships would need to play in helping to re-shape our institutional approach to widening participation. Partnerships to raise aspirations where necessary and, especially, improve attainment levels and rates and to overcome those situational barriers wherever possible, remains fundamental. However, on my return to the UK, I soon came to realise that working in genuine partnership within the university, and across some established boundaries (a word used also by Rob Cuthbert yesterday evening), would also be critical to achieving the organisational cultural change necessary for this next phase of the journey and what was described in the diagram.
So, I asked myself: “what is, actually, the ‘bit in the middle’?” What would need to look and be different in the University in order to deliver this approach to widening participation? It became clear to me that “the bit in the middle” was that which Liz Thomas had identified in 2005: “…an integrated model of academic and pastoral support that enables all students to achieve their potential”. This would be a model which established a new non-deficit discourse, reflecting a philosophy of partnership, with structures, roles, processes and ways of working to match, and which could move us towards a widening participation strategy genuinely based on inclusivity, diversity and transformation.
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Could this US philosophy and model be translated into the UK context, and the specific history and mission of this University? It seemed worth a closer look.
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The key to ‘Learning Reconsidered’ is the notion of “learning as transformation” with the explicit acknowledgement that to achieve this we must find ways to integrate academic learning and other forms of personal development. “Learning as transformation” is defined in the original paper around Mezirow’s perspective on identity transformation which tends to stress the cognitive dimensions of learning. There is a corresponding tendency to perhaps over-emphasise the importance of learning outcomes to this change agenda – something to which I will return shortly.

Notwithstanding these potential limitations, and through extensive dialogue across the University, we moved in January 2008 to create a new approach and structure broadly reflecting this philosophy, also the approach outlined earlier in the diagram from Thessaloniki (Slide 5), and focused on that recommendation by Thomas.
We merged the Directorate of Learning and Teaching (incorporating the Learning Centre and Library, ICT and e-learning, Careers) with the Directorate for Student Affairs (welfare, counselling, student advice and guidance, student finance, disability support), to create the Directorate for Learning Development. The purpose behind the creation of the Directorate is most recently described as being:

“…to create effective synergies between the different functions and give focus in particular to the University aim of creating a ‘transforming student experience’.” 

The Directorate has four core, and overlapping, functions:

“The student opportunities and development functions will be student facing with the ‘learning reconsidered’ goal of all student engagements with the University being directed towards student learning development. The flexible workplace and partnership learning functions will be directed at potential and new students in new situations of learning. The pedagogic practice and research development functions are staff facing and seek a step change from the learning and teaching quality enhancement work. The work of information management professionals underpins all our work, staff and students. DLD staff will work across all its areas and with faculty staff and students to address particular challenges and undertake development work.”
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As mentioned earlier, we did not believe that a focus purely on cognitive transformation would necessarily meet our vision of transformation. These wider learning goals not only better meet that expanded definition of transformation but also move us away from a potentially mechanistic application of a learning outcomes approach – something we have seen in the USA where learning outcomes are written for all sorts of developmental activities outside the formal curriculum, for example relating to student roles in residences or in sports teams etc. This may serve some purposes but seems to be in danger of undermining the excitement of seeing and grasping opportunities which is at the heart of our interpretation of ‘learning reconsidered’ and transformation.
One aspect of the Directorate being taken forward from Autumn 2009 under the heading “student opportunities creation and development” exemplifies this interpretation. It is the “Opportunities Gateway”. 

Essentially this is about building our students’ “readiness for opportunity” and will look like this:

“…(it) will be both a physical space and a virtual space where students will be able to register and be alerted to all the opportunities for which they will have indicated an interest. They will be able to register ‘opportunities’ to find other students for joint curriculum ventures. Our opportunities will range from volunteering, part-time work on and off campus, study abroad. YSJ events, careers fairs, self help workshops etc., to curriculum activities, where students can locate other students for enquiry, research, work experience placements or other curriculum purposes”

Clearly, whilst this approach is about how we interact with all of our students, we will need to be careful about how it plays for students from particular backgrounds and in particular contexts in their lives. However, this contextualising is built into the model; working with students in terms of their particular context at any given time is how we will work with all students. In this way, there is no ‘special’ approach needed for any particular group or category of student nor will we be treating all students the same: it is the context which is the key.

While we have been on this journey, UK researchers and agencies have not been idle in developing thinking, and the evidence base, relevant to these matters. For example, 
· the very important report into student retention by the National Audit Office in 2007 concluded that there was a need to link the review of retention by institutions to the student experience and learning and teaching strategies, rather than see them as somehow separate activities

· the influential (second and final) report into the first year student experience by Yorke and Longden published in 2008, which summarised key findings from a range of major studies into this field published between 2003 and 2007, includes a key message that retention is improved through “an institutional commitment to student learning and, hence, to student engagement”
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Paul Ramsden’s work on the student experience, one of a series of “expert reviews” into aspects of HE carried out for the government in the latter part of 2008 also emphasises the idea of engagement. And this represents the latest stage in the journey for me.
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It does seem to me that re-casting widening participation as widening engagement might be a useful new way to think about and approach our concern to ensure the widest possible “participation” and especially of those under-represented in HE. As Ramsden goes on to say,
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Widening engagement is not just about widening the range of people who participate in courses, modules or programmes, though it clearly embraces this core aspect to WP. It is much more than this. It is about all the various ways in which a student, a potential student, and our graduates, “touch” the University; the way in which we “engage” other organisations to work with us; the way we open-up our processes of designing and deciding not only what we offer, but also where and when we offer it, to those in the communities we serve and especially those under-represented in our institution. 

My argument is that it is only through this process of widening engagement that 
those who do not currently see HE as being “for and about them” can come to see it this way; can come to stake a claim to ownership of what goes on behind those campus gates.

Diversity, inclusion and the transforming student experience is then, for me, essentially about widening engagement, in other words
an opening-up of our systems, structures, processes to the voices of those historically and/or currently not accessing HE after compulsory schooling in order to ensure we are constantly engaged in a dialogue with them which shapes what we do, where and when we do it, and with whom.

Thank you for listening. 
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