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ABSTRACT

across higher education (HE) institutions in the United Kingdom (UK). The lower grades
achieved by a large proportion of students from socio-economically disadvantaged
backgrounds represents one of the main entry barriers to these students. However, though
students’ trajectories into university are heavily dependent on their school qualifications,
these alone are limited as predictors of academic potential. The current thesis explores how
these inequalities play out at the University of Liverpool (Uol), looking also at the period
prior to admission as educational inequalities reflect the long-term negative effects of
childhood disadvantage.

Aim: To investigate socio-economic inequalities in relation to participation and attainment
at the UoL.

Methods: A traditional sequential mixed methods design is followed, where quantitative
studies 1 and 2 were carried out prior to qualitative study 3. These studies are combined
using a pragmatic approach. Two retrospective cohort studies investigate associations
between the educational and socio-demographic background characteristics of students on
Introduction: Socio-economic inequalities in participation and attainment are ubiquitous
three year-programmes (study 1) and the medical programme (study 2) with participation
and attainment at the UolL. Underpinned by phenomenology, qualitative study 3
investigates the challenges faced by thirteen socio-economically disadvantaged students
throughout their educational trajectories from primary school to the UoL.

Results: Studies 1 and 2 depict the on-going socio-economic differences in participation at
the UoL. Regarding attainment, in both studies, entry grades were positively associated
with final attainment. Most entry-level differences narrowed or disappeared at university in
both studies though the variables sex, ethnicity, and school type predicted significant
differences in final attainment. As such, privately educated students performed less well
than comprehensive school students at university in both studies. In Study 3, two main
themes were derived from the data: ‘identity’ and ‘engagement’. These themes emerged
across narratives in the types of disruption, barriers and instability that were discussed by
individuals and in the ways that they attempted to cope and/or adapt to disadvantage.

Conclusions: The findings of the quantitative studies suggest that educational attainment at
school is a good, albeit imperfect, predictor of academic attainment at university. These
findings support the use of contextual background information, alongside school grades in
university admissions processes as a means of refining the selection of students. In turn,
individuals' narratives expose a more complex picture of what it means to be
disadvantaged, depicting the factors that may affect students' trajectories to HE prior to the
point of admissions. Hence, combining quantitative and qualitative studies provides a more
nuanced evaluation of 'disadvantage' highlighting various mechanisms that may drive
differences in the educational outcomes of socio-economically disadvantaged students.
Findings advocate for further evidence using mixed methods to help address these
inequalities and widen participation at universities fairly.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Access agreement: An agreement between the Office for Fair Access (OFFA) and a
university or college which sets out how the university/college intends to safeguard and
promote fair access to higher education through its outreach work, financial support etc. It
also includes targets and milestones, set by the university/college itself. All institutions that
wish to charge above the basic level of tuition fees must have and adhere to an access
agreement (Higher Education Funding Council for England [HEFCE], 2015).

Access course/Access to Higher Education (HE) course: Courses that prepare learners who
do not have standard entry qualifications for HE courses (Department for Business,
Innovation and Skills [BIS, 2014]).

BIS (Department for Business, Innovation and Skills): The department of UK Government
with ultimate responsibility for higher education in England.

Fair Access: This refers to the distribution of students from under-represented backgrounds
within HE Institutions in England, and whether this is fair by a number of socio-economic
and educational criteria (Boliver, 2013; DfES, 2003).

Foundation course A HE course designed to prepare students who have qualifications that
are acceptable for entry in general, but are not appropriate to a specific course of study.
Foundation courses are also used as Year 0 of a degree course to enable students with non-
traditional qualifications to participate in HE by preparing them for a full degree
programme. (HEFCE, 2015)

Further education Further education is education of people over compulsory school age (at
the time of writing this age was 16 in England), which does not take place in a secondary
school. It may be in a sixth-form college, a further education college or a higher education
institution. Further education courses are generally up to the standard of GCE A-level or
NVQ Level 3 (HEFCE, 2014).

Higher Education Institution (HEI): This refers to a university or college of HE (HEFCE,
2015).

Outcomes: The term “Outcomes” is used to refer both to the end result of activity (for
example, the outcome of outreach activity should be improved participation rates in HE for
students from disadvantaged backgrounds) and to the result of the students’ experience in
HE (for example, the qualifications attained and subsequent progression to further study or
to/within employment) (BIS, 2014)..

Outreach Activity: This refers to activities that help to raise awareness of HE, aspirations
and attainment among people from disadvantaged backgrounds, for example, summer
schools that give a taste of university life, homework clubs for pupils who may not have



anywhere to study at home, or universities forming and sustaining links with employers and
communities (BIS, 2014; HEFCE, 2015).

Participation: This is a term that is used to refer to the number of students that are
admitted into courses in HEls. More generally, 'participation' also refers to individuals'
engagement in different aspects of the student lifecycle, from outreach and pre-entry
activity through to on-course engagement and the achievement of successful outcomes in
terms of HE attainment and progression to employment or further study (HEFCE, 2015).

Post-1992 universities: HEIs that acquired university status as a result of the provisions of
the Further and Higher Education Act 1992 (HEFCE, 2015).

Progression: The term 'progression’ refers to whether students access HE and progress into
suitable employment or further study opportunities (BIS, 2014).

Retention: This is the term used to describe whether students remain in one HEl and
complete their programme of study within a specific timeframe (BIS, 2014).

UCAS Tariff Points/Scores: The Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) is the
central administration service for university and college applications in the UK. UCAS
assigns a tariff score to full-time HE applicants’ entry qualifications according to the grades
or levels they achieved. These tariff scores are often used by HEls as minimum entry
requirements for their courses (Singleton & Longley, 2009).

Widening participation (WP): This term generally refers to the measures, including
outreach activities and interventions, used to increase the participation of under-
represented groups and ensure that all those with the potential to benefit from higher
education have the opportunity to do so, whatever their background and whenever they
need it. The term 'Widening Participation' is also used to describe students that are under-
represented within HE, including students from socio-economically disadvantaged
backgrounds, students with disabilities and some ethnic minority groups (Boliver, 2013;
DfES, 2003).



CHAPTER ONE

1. Introduction to the study

In this chapter | discuss the pervasive socio-economic inequalities in
participation in Higher Education to contextualise the rationale and objectives of this

thesis (Section 1.4.)

1.1. Socio-Economic Inequalities in Higher Education

Globally, socio-economic and demographic inequalities in higher education (HE)
participation are the subject of on-going concern and debate (Crawford,2014; Hannum
& Buchmann, 2005; Holsinger & Jacob, 2009; Soo-yong Byun & Kyung-keun Kim, 2010).
There is a long history of remedial action to address the root causes of these
inequalities. The imperative of addressing these inequalities was first proposed in the US
with regard to race (Mathers, Sitch, Marsh, & Parry, 2011). The racial preference given
by US universities to students is known as 'Affirmative Action' and is intended to
compensate for the historic injustice of slavery and segregation (Golland, 2011; Jenkins
& Moses, 2014; Sanders, 2004). In the UK, attention is primarily focused on extending
access to prospective students who are identified as coming from under-represented
socio-economic groups (Gorard, Smith, May, Thomas, Adnett & Slack, 2006; Moore,
Sanders & Higham, 2013; Singleton, 2010a). Different terms are often used to describe
these students, including ‘non-traditional’, ‘minority’ or 'Widening Participation' (WP)
students, who, along with students with disabilities and some ethnic minority groups,
are currently underrepresented in HE (Gorard, 2008; Maras, 2007; Mason & Sparkes,
2002).

Though debates about access to HE in the UK have largely focused on socio-
economic differences in rates of participation, assessment of these differences is
complicated as social class in itself is difficult to define, identify and measure (Rubin et
al., 2014). Historically, income has been regarded as the symbolic marker of

disadvantage, where social class has frequently been defined in relation to this



(Ackerman & Brown 2006). However, this is considered a narrow view of social class, as
this is related to multiple factors in addition to income and closely bound to other socio-
demographic variables in educational contexts, such as age, ethnicity, cultural and social

capital (Reay, Davies, & Ball, 2001a; Reay, Crozier, & Clayton, 2009; Rubin et al., 2014).

In this thesis, socio-economic background, social class and disadvantage are
considered to be related as social class is viewed as a person's socio-cultural
background, which in turn may be enmeshed with their position in an economic
hierarchy based on their income, education level, and occupation (Liu et al., 2004). This
relates to disadvantage as those who are low in an economic hierarchy can be viewed as
being ‘disadvantaged’ in terms of having access to lower levels of economic, social and
cultural capital. This interpretation of socio-economic disadvantage resonates with
Bourdieu's (1985) paradigm of class theorising, which provides a perspective on how

educational inequalities are generated.

Bourdieu (1985) described class fractions as a product of the uneven distribution
and deployment of forms of capital between different social groups and unequal
encounters between working-class and middle-class habituses. Habitus refers to a
cognitive or internal system of structures that are embedded in individuals, through
socialisation with family, culture, and education, which influence individuals'
perceptions of practices in society (Dumais, 2002). In this paradigm, differences in
education outcomes are seen as inequalities that result from differential access to
resources based on the levels of capital that more powerful groups have (Bourdieu &
Passeron, 1990). Access to higher and the 'right types' of capital is said to confer
individuals with a number of advantages and even act as a protective mechanism
against downward mobility (Sullivan, 2000). A plethora of studies describe these
advantages, how they affect the educational outcomes of individuals and underpin
pervasive socio-economic differences in HE participation (Blanden & Machin, 2004;
Crawford, 2014; Croxford & Raffe, 2013; The Sutton Trust, 2009). For example, McKnight
(2015) described how, despite low attainment in early cognitive tests, children from
affluent backgrounds were able to secure the most privileged educational pathways and

career outcomes. Conversely, children from socio-economically disadvantaged family



backgrounds that were high attaining in early cognitive assessments were found to be
comparatively less successful at converting their early high potential into career success.
Such findings highlight how social, rather than biological processes, may mediate the
systematic differences in educational outcomes between different socio-economic
groups. Thus, these differences can be viewed as social inequalities as they are
systematic, socially produced, and widely considered to be unfair, because they are
generated and maintained by social arrangements that are unjust and do not provide all
with the same chance of success (Evans & Peters, 2001; Whitehead, 1992). The current
thesis explores these socio-economic inequalities in HE participation and attainment,
including the factors that generate them and prevent the widening of access to students

from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds.

1.2. About Participation in Higher Education

The assessment of socio-economic background and more specifically socio-
economic disadvantage in educational contexts is typically based on a number of
measures, that are often used in conjunction, including: area based measures of
material deprivation, parental income, parental occupation and educational background
(Benson & Borman, 2010; Bodovski, 2010; Crawford, 2014; Schildberg-Hoerisch, 2011;
Shumow & Lomax, 2002; The Sutton Trust, 2015). Trends and socio-economic
inequalities in students’ educational outcomes have frequently been explored using
such measures as it is generally agreed that these inequalities relate to various,
frequently overlapping forms of disadvantage (Bodovski, 2010; Dumais, 2002; Skeggs,
2004). This section describes these trends, whilst the mechanisms that are used to
identify socio-economic background and disadvantage are discussed in greater detail in

Chapter Two.

Some increase has been observed in the number of students from
disadvantaged backgrounds that are accessing universities in the UK (Department for
Business, Innovation and Skills, [BIS], 2014). In particular, the rate of young people
entering HE from the most disadvantaged areas increased from 13% in the late 1990s to

20% in 2011; this represents a proportional increase of 52% (BIS, 2014; Higher Education



Funding Council for England, [HEFCE], 2013a). Over the same period, the participation
rate of students from socio-economically advantaged backgrounds increased from 51%
to 60%, a proportional increase of 16% (HEFCE, 2013a; Office for Fair Access, [OFFA],
2014a). As such, HEFCE'S (2013a) analysis of young people's progression rates into HE
further indicates that young people in the most disadvantaged areas would need to
treble their participation rate in order to match the rate of those from the most socio-

economically affluent areas.

Socio-economic inequalities in participation are most prominent at universities
with the highest average entry requirements (“tariffs”), and in particular at Russell
Group universities (Boliver, 2013; Byrom, 2009; Crawford, 2014; Gibbons & Vignoles,
2012; Singleton, 2010b; The Sutton Trust, 2004; 2010a; 2010b). This trend has remained
worryingly flat over recent years (BIS, 2014). OFFA (2014a) confirmed this in a study,
which examined trends in young participation in English HE, by both students'
backgrounds, and the selectivity of the university or college attended. They found that
participation of the most disadvantaged 40% of young people has changed minimally
since the mid 1990's (from 2.4% at the beginning of the period to 2.9 % at the end). At
the end of the period they analysed, the most advantaged 20% of young people were
6.3 times more likely to enter one of these universities than the most disadvantaged

40%, compared to 6.4 at the start.

The socio-economic/demographic profiles of students vary greatly among
institutions with different entry requirements, but also by subject, programme and
course of study (Gallagher, Niven, Donaldson, & Wilson, 2009; HEFCE; 2013b; OFFA,
2014a). Hence, it is important to disaggregate inequalities in HE participation to address
and understand these complexities. Singleton (2010a) investigated progression to HE
using a range of data available at both individual and neighbourhood levels. He observed
that the number of students that were enrolled across different subjects varied in terms
of their socio-economic characteristics (based on geo-demographic classifications).
Subjects such as medicine, dentistry and veterinary science were found to be a more
prevalent option in more socio-economically affluent geo-demographic clusters,

whereas subjects like engineering and biological sciences were more uniformly



appealing across different groups. This study also provided further evidence of the large
differences in rates of progression to HE amongst different socio economic groups,

ranging from 64% in areas classified as wealthy, to only 8% in less affluent areas.

1.3. Socio-Economic Background and Educational Outcomes

The following sections describe factors that influence socio-economic

inequalities in academic attainment and participation in HE.
1.3.1. Barriers from Childhood

Socio-economic differences in education begin early in the life course and
include differential childhood opportunities, access to resources, beliefs and networks
(Aronson, 2008). Various studies corroborate this, documenting the early and long-term
effects of disadvantage, arising from access to lower levels of capital (social, cultural,
economic) on individuals' educational and career outcomes (Gayle, Berridge, & Davies,

2002; Holsinger & Jacob, 2009; McKnight, 2015; Peruzzi, 2015; Reardon, 2011).

Economically disadvantaged children typically enter school with less developed
cognitive skills than their peers, and have been found to perform less well across a
number of different tasks (Aikens & Barbarin, 2008; Coley , 2002; Feinstein, 2003;
Connelly, Sullivan & Jerrim, 2014). For example, Aikens and Barbarin (2008) found that
children from disadvantaged backgrounds, were slower at acquiring language skills, had
a greater tendency to exhibit delayed letter recognition, phonological awareness, and
were generally more prone to having reading difficulties. Similarly, Coley (2002)
observed that economically disadvantaged children were less proficient at mathematical
tasks from ordinal sequencing to adding and subtracting. Socio-economic differences in
academic performance such as these have been identified among children from early
ages, spanning across different subjects, and typically widening with time (Coley, 2002;
Delaney, Harmon, & Redmond, 2011; Feinstein, 2003; Greenman, Bodovski, & Reed,
2011; Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills [Ofsted], 2011).

The Sutton Trust (2015) found that children from socio-economically

disadvantaged areas who were shown to be bright in their national tests at 11, were



barely half as likely as their more affluent classmates to get the A-levels they needed to
go to a good university. However, even when they have obtained appropriate
qualifications, students from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds are less
likely to apply to elite/top universities compared to students from affluent backgrounds
(Reay et al., 2010; Reay, Davies, David, & Ball, 2001; The Sutton Trust, 2004). According
to Diamond, Vorley, Roberts, & Jones, (2012) this is because students' choices, which
can impact on their educational outcomes, are shaped by their social position, previous
education, familial/social experiences, and economic circumstances. Hence, though
early inequalities in attainment and cognitive performance are frequently described as
the precursors for socio-economic differences in HE participation, the social processes
that influence these inequalities require consideration (Blanden & Machin, 2004; 2010;
Breen & Jonsson, 2005; Crawford, 2014; Feinstein, 2003; Gayle, Berridge, & Davies,
2002; Holsinger & Jacob, 2009; Reardon, 2011).

1.3.2. Equity in University Admissions Process

A number of factors within university admissions processes have been found to
contribute to socio-economic inequalities in participation in HE (Chowdry, Crawford,
Dearden, Goodman, & Vignoles, 2013; Chowdry, Dearden, Jin, & Lloyd, 2012; Hayward &
James, 2005; Harrison & Hatt, 2010; Singleton, 2010a; 2010b). The university admissions
process in the UK is discussed and these contributing factors are highlighted in the

following sections.

Currently, applications to almost every full-time undergraduate HE course in the
UK are processed through the University Central Admissions Service (UCAS) (Singleton &
Longley, 2009). This is the organisation responsible for managing applications to HE
courses in the UK. UCAS provides students with information about courses offered by
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and, in turn, provides HEls with information about
students. This information is compiled by HEI staff and saved along with their

performance information once at university.

The majority of students apply to HE courses six months before taking their final

exams and eight months before receiving the grades they achieve for these exams.



Candidates can apply to a maximum of five different university programmes (although
this is restricted to 4 applications for those applying to medical, veterinary and dental
schools). Students applying to university programmes must submit a reference from the
school, a personal statement, and age-16 qualifications. Considerable weight however,
is attributed to the grades that students are expected to achieve in their Advanced (A)

Level Examinations, generally in three subjects (Arulampalam, Naylor, & Smith, 2011).

Various studies have questioned the reliability and accuracy of predicted grades
with some studies reporting that approximately only 51% of grades are predicted
correctly (Everett & Papageorgiou, 2011; Hayward, Sturdy, & James, 2005; Gill & Chang,
2013; Gill & Rushton, 2011). Furthermore, a pattern has been identified whereby
students from academically successful independent schools tend to receive
overestimated predicted grades compared to those from less successful state schools
(BIS, 2013; Everett & Papageorgiou, 2011). BIS (2013) compared grade prediction
accuracy in the 2012 university admissions to grade prediction accuracy in 2009,
investigating how this varied between groups divided by socio-economic and
demographic characteristics. They found that students from the least affluent socio-
economic group had the lowest grade prediction in 2009 and continued to have the

lowest grade prediction accuracy in 2012.

Inequalities within HEIs and highly selective programmes in the UK are
perpetuated by current admissions systems, as they do not provide all with the same
chance of success (Chowdry et al., 2013; Hayward & James, 2005; Harrison & Hatt, 2010;
Singleton, 2010a; 2010b). For example, though medicine attracts a lower proportion of
applicants from lower social classes compared to more affluent applicants, previous
studies have found that even when other factors are controlled, the odds of being
accepted at medical school are lower for applicants from lower social classes and state
schools (Garrud, 2011; Mathers & Parry, 2009). Such findings further illustrate how
admissions arrangements can be unfair and systematically mediate socio-economic
inequalities in educational outcomes amongst different groups. These issues must be
addressed to decrease the socio-economic stratification of HEls in the UK and promote

social mobility.



1.3.2.1 Paper Qualifications and True Academic Potential

Following the reception of a conditional offer from a HEI, acceptance on HE
programmes depends almost entirely upon the academic qualifications obtained by
students at A-level or equivalent examinations (Arampaulam et al., 2011). Some courses
such as Medicine, Dentistry and Veterinary science, have multi-staged admissions
processes, where offers for entry are conditional on students' fulfilling further
requirements and having relevant work experience. For example, information pertaining
to interview performance is often used in selection processes in these programmes
(Benbassat & Baumal, 2007; Cleland, Patterson & Dowell, 2014; McManus, 2003).
However, though this information can play an important role, offers of places on these
courses are primarily dependent on applicants' performance in pre-entry examinations
(Arampaulam et al., 2011; McManus, 2003; McManus, Woolf & Daicre, 2008; McManus,
Woolf, Dacre, Paice, & Dewberry, 2013).

Gorard (2005) highlighted the importance of paper qualifications in the
admissions process, indicating that two-thirds of applicants were accepted based on
their AS and A-levels alone (UCAS, 1999). As such, the poorer academic qualifications
obtained by a large proportion of students from disadvantaged backgrounds is widely
viewed as the main cause of their lower representation in HE, and has been considered
to be more important as an explanation for the underrepresentation of these students
in HE than other barriers at the point of entry (Chowdry et al., 2013; Palardy, 2008;
Steele, Vignoles, & Jenkins, 2007; The Sutton Trust, 2004).

It is problematic that after the conditional offer stage; universities focus on
students’ academic results as a sole or principal basis for selection, without considering
the circumstances in which results were obtained (Chowdry et al., 2013; Gorard, 2008;
Steele et al.,, 2007; The Sutton Trust, 2010a). The continued reliance on school
attainment measures has been questioned for various reasons ( McManus, Dewberry,
Nicholson, Dowell , 2013). Firstly, due to the issue of grade inflation, which has been
documented in official statistics over the past two decades, where student attainment in

different examinations has increased year-on-year in the UK (Connelly et al., 2014). This



is said to be particularly problematic for the selection of students in highly competitive
programmes like medicine and dentistry, where a large proportion of applicants achieve
the highest grades (ceiling effect) as this makes it difficult to discriminate between them
(Sonner, 2000). Secondly, according to Crawford (2014) there are concerns that
academic qualifications alone do not reflect other attributes required for academic
success, like independent study skills and other behavioural or non-cognitive attributes.
Thirdly, previous studies have found that school grades, due to the environments in
which they are achieved, may be limited in the extent to which they are truly reflective
of students’ academic potential (Garlick & Brown, 2008; Gorard, 2008; HEFCE, 2013a;
McNabb, Pal, & Sloane, 2002; Mullen,2011; The Sutton Trust, 2010c). Extensive research
corroborates this, indicating that the lower grades achieved by a large proportion of
students from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds are not necessarily due to
a lack of ability, but relate more to the long-term negative effects of deprivation,
socialisation processes and the quality of education that they receive (HEFCE, 20133;

Hoare & Johnston, 2010; Mullen,2011).

Though a number of studies have identified limitations associated with the
predictive validity of school grades, their usage in isolation during university selection
processes means that students' trajectories into HE remain principally, if not uniquely,
dependent on them (Chowdry et al., 2013; Gorard, 2008; HEFCE, 2014; Mullen, 2011;
The Sutton Trust, 2010c). Addressing these issues is important as a means to ensuring
that selection processes at universities are fair and as stated in the 2003 White Paper
ensuring that " All those who have the potential to benefit from higher education should

have the opportunity to do so™ (DfES, 2003 p. 68).

The use of the phrase “potential to benefit” in the White Paper marked the
beginning of a growing acceptance of the idea that prior attainment in formal
examinations may not be a reliable indicator of prospective ability without some
consideration of the socio-economic context in which that attainment came about (BIS,
2011; Boliver, 2013). The implementation of contextual data in university admissions
processes, in which academic attainment is placed into the context in which it was

obtained (including both comparative school and socio-economic data), has been



recommended as a method of making fairer interpretations of students' school grades
by helping to discern the extent to which these may or may not reflect their 'true
academic potential' (BIS, 2013; Mullen, 2011). Hoare and Johnston (2010) explain the
rationale behind this, indicating that if the face-value academic quality of each
candidate’s application is a good, unbiased predictor of degree potential, and all things
held equal WP students get lower grades at school than their non-WP counterparts
because they are of lower academic quality then there is no need for the use of
contextual data in admissions processes. Conversely, if the predictive validity of exam
grades as indicators of degree performance is limited and WP students suffer from some
form of ‘educational disadvantage’ that affects or undervalues their academic potential
compared to their non-WP counterparts then, they argue that there is a case for the use
of contextual data. Thus, to justify the implementation of contextual data in university
admissions, evidence is required that can adequately demonstrate the impact of

students’ background characteristics on academic performance (Bridger et al., 2012).

1.3.2.2 Identification and Targeting of WP students

It is important that Universities use robust mechanisms in admissions processes
to enable the identification of disadvantaged individuals with the academic potential to
succeed (Batey, Brown & Corver, 1998; BIS; 2014; Hoare & Johnston, 2010). Ensuring the
accuracy of these measures is central to widening access amongst these groups and as a
means of identifying those students that may require additional support once at
university. Furthermore, this is also important because failure to target correctly means
that scarce resources could be wasted on groups that are already well represented

within HE (Hatt & Harrison, 2009; 2010; Harrison, 2011).

Despite the importance of measuring disadvantage accurately, limitations have
been identified in the primary mechanism that is currently used for discerning students'
socio-economic background during the university admissions process (Ackerman &
Brown, 2006; Harrison & Hatt, 2010). This is described in detail in Chapter Two (section
2.3). To briefly summarise here, prospective students' socio-economic background is

currently derived from parental occupation information that is provided by students
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during the UCAS application process and then grouped by the National Statistics Socio-
Economic Classification System (NS-SEC). This measure is considered a weak proxy for
socio-economic background and casts doubt on the credibility of findings in numerous
studies where it was used, including research using nationally collated data (Gorard,
2005; Hoare & Johnston, 2010). Thus, when put into practice, the use of NS-SEC
(particularly in isolation) to identify and target individuals from disadvantaged
backgrounds could potentially have an adverse effect on the life chances and

opportunities of individuals (Harrison & Hatt, 2009; 2010).

It is necessary to recognise the complexities surrounding the identification of
disadvantage to accurately identify WP cohorts and address inequalities in HE (Gorard,
2008; Gorard & See, 2013; HEFCE, 2015). These complexities are evident in the diverse
circumstances of socio-economically disadvantaged families, the multiple sources of risk,
short and long-term determinants of negative educational outcomes (Ackerman &
Brown, 2006; Easton-Brooks & Davis, 2007; Gorard & See, 2009; Powis, James, &
Ferguson, 2007; Connelly et al., 2014).

1.4. The Present Study

Each investigation in the current thesis follows a case-study approach to explore
factors that affect the participation and attainment of students from socio-economically
disadvantaged backgrounds at the University of Liverpool (UoL). A case study approach
was adopted purposively as a means of monitoring current admissions arrangements at
the Uol and delineating the importance of context. This is considered important as the
geographic location and composition of universities should be recognised when
interpreting socio-economic and demographic trends in HE participation (Callender,
2011; Singleton, 2010b). Additionally, recognising this context and knowing where the
data originated from is also important because it helps the reader better understand the
significance of findings and how studies may be situated within overall trends in

educational policy.

Overall, this thesis follows traditional sequential mixed methods design, where a

guantitative phase of analyses (Chapters Four and Five) was carried out prior to a
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qualitative phenomenological study (Chapter Six) (Creswell & Clark, 2011). An
overarching pragmatic philosophical perspective is used to integrate these mixed
method studies as this approach allows researchers to draw on the relative strengths of
differing methods (Creswell, 2009; Green, 2008). For example, while quantitative studies
can play a crucial role in identifying factors that appear to be significantly associated
with participation and attainment in education, they do not provide insight into the
possible reasons for these differences. Conversely, one of the strengths of qualitative
studies lie in the knowledge these provide of the dynamics of social processes, social
context, and in their ability to answer ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions in these domains
(Mason, 2006). Thus, to expose a more complete picture of factors that may influence
socio-economic inequalities in students' educational outcomes, both (qualitative and

quantitative) methods are important.

The issues that are addressed throughout this thesis relate to WP and fair
access. The term 'fair access’ refers to the distribution of students from under-
represented backgrounds within HEIs in England, and whether this is fair by a number of
socio-economic and educational criteria (DfES, 2003). In turn, the term 'Widening
Participation' refers to students from under-represented backgrounds but more
generally, this term is used to describe the activities intended to widen access to
disadvantaged groups in HE (Boliver, 2013; HEFCE, 2014). Chapter Two provides insight
into these WP activities/interventions, including the use of contextual data in admissions

processes (BIS, 2011; Cable & Willets, 2011, Croxford & Raffe, 2013; Milburn, 2009).

Though the terms ‘fair access’ and 'Widening Participation’ differ in meaning,
they are related as the principal aim of WP activities and interventions is to promote fair
access and hence achieve a diverse cross—section of social groups within HE (Bridger et
al., 2012). As such, both WP and fair access are concerned with addressing the barriers
that may prevent students from lower income and other under-represented
backgrounds from attending university (BIS, 2014). Albeit in different ways, the mixed
method studies that are comprised in this thesis address these issues as they seek to
provide insight into factors that may prevent the widening of access to students from

disadvantaged backgrounds and promote fair access to HE.
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Quantitative studies 1 and 2 (Chapter Four and Five) explore differences in the
distribution of students at the UoL (based on their socio-demographic and educational
background characteristics). This is central to fair access and necessary to identify and
address inequalities in participation. However, to ensure that access to HE is fair, it is
important that those with academic potential to benefit from HE have the opportunity
to do so (DfES, 2003). Studies 1 and 2 endorse this by investigating associations between
students’ contextual background characteristics and their academic attainment, at
school and university to identify contextual effects on attainment. In doing so, these
studies seek to provide evidence to guide institutional policy in respect of contextual
data. This is necessary as there is currently a lack of published research and limited
guidance surrounding the use of contextual data in admissions processes (BIS, 2011;

Cable & Willets, 2011, Croxford & Raffe, 2013; Mathers & Parry, 2009; Milburn, 2009).

As discussed throughout this Chapter, it is also important to understand that
socio-economic disadvantage has a detrimental impact on the educational outcomes of
children from a very early age (Breen & Jonsson, 2005; Coley ,2002.; Feinstein, 2003).
Consequently, though HEls are often blamed for 'failing poorer students', and barriers
within admissions processes have been found to affect the widening of access amongst
these groups, socio-economic inequalities in HE participation also reflect the long term
negative effects of childhood disadvantage and require early intervention (Chowdry et
al., 2013; Crosnoe & Cooper, 2010; Gorard & See, 2013). Consideration of individuals'
trajectories and the defining moments throughout these is essential to guide WP
interventions and effectively increase participation of under-represented groups in HE
(Byrom, 2009; Crosnoe & Cooper, 2010). For these reasons, study 3 (Chapter Six)
investigates factors that are perceived to be influential, as barriers and/or facilitators to
socio-economically disadvantaged students throughout their educational trajectories
from primary school to HE. This final study follows a qualitative method of enquiry to
provide insight into individual differences that are not captured by quantitative studies,

facilitating greater social understanding and increasing options for action.

13



1.4.1 Overall aim and objectives of this research

The overall aim of the current thesis is to explore socio-economic differences in
participation and attainment at the UoL. As previously explained, a pragmatic approach
is taken which combines quantitative and qualitative methods to examine these
differences as both methods were considered important and necessary to adequately
inform different aspects of WP policy and promote fair access to HE (du Toit, 2003).
Thus, using these divergent methods, the main objectives of the current thesis are to

answer the following questions:

1. What are the associations between UoL students’ socio-demographic
and educational background characteristics with participation and
attainment (at school and university)?

2. To what extent do school grades reflect ‘true academic potential’ at
university?

3. Do associations between students’ socio-demographic and educational
background characteristics with participation and attainment vary
between different programmes and HEIs?

4. Why are there socio-economic differences in participation and
attainment and what underlying factors influence these?

5. Are there commonalities and differences in the factors students from
socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds perceive to be
influential throughout their educational trajectories to the UoL?

6. What are the barriers and facilitators that emerge throughout the
educational trajectories of students from socio-economically
disadvantaged backgrounds that may underpin differences in
participation and attainment at university?

7. What are the policy implications of all of the above?

At the outset, | did not seek to integrate the mixed method studies comprised in
the current thesis but rather to draw on concepts from each perspective to explore

differences in participation and attainment. This appears to be common in the field of
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educational research, where the integration of qualitative and quantitative findings is
exercised rarely in mixed methods articles (Bryman, 2008; Niglas, 2004). However,
following a review of the literature, the wider benefits of integrating mixed method
studies became apparent. For example, Bryman (2008) argued that even when a fusion
of the two sets of findings was not envisioned at the outset of a project it might be
valuable to consider whether the findings suggest interesting contrasts or help to clarify
each other. This and the notion that the integration of quantitative and qualitative
findings has the potential to offer insights that could not otherwise be gleaned were my
key motivations for integrating the mixed method studies in this thesis (Bryman, 2007,
Mason, 2009). To this end, a final main objective of the current research is to answer the

following question:

8. What does the mixed methods design contribute to the interpretation

of findings over and above that of single methods?

1.4.2. Thesis Structure

The ways that socio-economic inequalities in participation and attainment are
investigated are discussed in the following paragraphs in relation to each of the chapters

comprised in this thesis.

Chapter Two (literature review) discusses the complexities surrounding the
identification of disadvantage, the mechanisms that are currently used to identify
different forms of disadvantage, and their individual strengths and limitations. This
chapter also provides insight on the reasons why it is important to address inequalities
in participation, and the ways these can be addressed. This chapter finalises by

highlighting key gaps in the literature that the current thesis seeks to address.

Chapter Three (methods) describes the methods followed in the three empirical
studies comprised in this thesis in full detail. This also explains the use of a traditional
sequential mixed methods design, the different epistemological perspectives inherent in

this thesis and the overarching use of a pragmatic approach for integration.
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Chapter Four (study 1) presents and discusses a retrospective cohort study that
focuses on students in three-year degree programmes at the UoL. This study explores
differences in participation and academic attainment (at school and university) between
students based on their socio-demographic and educational background characteristics.
Whilst analyses centres principally on differences in academic attainment, inequalities in
participation in relation to the distribution of students based on socio-economic
background characteristics (e.g. IMD, POLAR 3, school background) are examined. This
study also investigates the extent to which school grades are representative of ‘true
academic’ potential by comparing group differences in attainment at school compared
to university. In doing so, this explores how students' socio-demographic and
educational background characteristics relate to educational disadvantage, which may
affect or undervalue their academic attainment. Understanding this is important
because students' trajectories into HE are often uniquely dependent on their school
qualifications, though these alone are said to be limited as predictors of academic
potential due to the environments in which they are achieved. (e.g. Chowdry et al.,
2013; Palardy, 2008). As such, academic attainment and participation are inextricably
linked as the poorer academic qualifications obtained by a large proportion of students
from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds is widely viewed as the main cause
of their lower representation in HE. This chapter addresses objectives 1 and 2 above,
and also generates an understanding of how patterns may differ between HEls, thus

addressing objective 3.

Chapter Five (study 2) presents and discusses a retrospective cohort study that
focuses specifically on medical students at the UoL. Differences have been identified in
the socio-demographic composition of students enrolled in these programmes that may
influence trends in academic performance (Crawford, 2014; Do, Parry, Mathers, &
Richardson, 2006; Gallagher et al., 2009; Gorard, 2008; Singleton, 2010a). Like study 1,
this study examines the associations between students’ socio-demographic and
educational background characteristics with participation and academic attainment.
Further, Study 2 also investigates the extent to which school grades are representative

of ‘true academic’ potential by comparing group differences in attainment at school
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compared to university. Hence, both studies explore the idea that the grades students
achieve in formative examinations at school may not be a reliable indicator of
prospective ability without some consideration of the socio-economic context in which
these grades were achieved (BIS, 2011; Boliver, 2013; Hoare & Johnston, 2010). Study 2
addresses objectives 1 and 2 above. This also addresses objective 3 in describing how
differences in attainment in particular may vary between programmes based on

students’ socio-demographic and educational background characteristics.

Chapter Six (study 3) presents and discusses study 3. Underpinned by a
phenomenological approach, study 3 focuses on the lived experience of a purposive
sample of 13 students from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds to identify
commonalities and differences in how they perceived different factors affected their
trajectories to the UoL. This study addresses objectives 4-6 as this also investigates
potential barriers and facilitators that may underlie and drive patterns in participation

and academic attainment.

Chapter Seven (discussion) collates the results of studies 1-3. The results of
quantitative studies 1-2 (Chapter Four and Chapter Five) are summarised alongside each
other to facilitate comparison between findings. Whilst studies 1-2 focus on differences
in participation and attainment, they primarily centre on attainment. To provide greater
insight into inequalities in participation Chapter Seven describes the differences in
participation that were identified in studies 1-2 in greater detail and in relation to past
research. Further, the findings and interpretations of the mixed method studies are
integrated in Chapter Seven following a pragmatic approach. More specifically, the ways
in which the results of these studies converge, and/or diverge from each other is
examined and discussed (Tashakkori & Teddie, 2010). However, going beyond this, | also
address objective 8 above and discuss the unique information that the pragmatic mixed
method findings produce over and above single methods. | finalise this chapter by
discussing the strengths and weaknesses of this research, the implications that findings
have for policymakers and HEls alike, and suggestions for future research. While policy

implications are discussed in studies 1-3 to address objective six, Chapter Seven also
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addresses this by describing the overall implications that findings have for policymakers

and HEls.

Studies 1-3 of this thesis are based on articles that are either published, or
under review. Hence, each chapter provides brief details of the relevant study such that

these can be read independently of other chapters.
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CHAPTER TWO

2. Literature Review

2.1. Introduction

In this chapter, | explain the complexities surrounding the identification of
disadvantage, the mechanisms that are currently used to identify different forms of
disadvantage, and their individual strengths and limitations. | examine the reasons why it is
important to address inequalities in participation (Section 2.6.) along with the WP
interventions designed to achieve this (Section 2.7.). | finalise this chapter by summarising

the gaps in the literature and how | seek to address these in the current thesis (Section 2.8).

2.2. Socio-Economic Background and Disadvantage

As discussed in Chapter One, the identification and measurement of social class and
disadvantage is complex and frequently debated but critical as a means to understanding
and addressing pervasive inequities in educational outcomes between students from
different socio-economic groups (Stevenson & Lang, 2010). Understanding these
complexities is necessary to ensure that access to university is fair and inform WP policies
at HEls. In part, the identification and measurement of social class is complicated because
social class does not reflect an observable attribute and is often considered to be more
subjective than other demographic characteristics such as sex or race. Assessments of
social class in HE are mostly based on objective measures that are broadly associated with
different types of disadvantage based on levels of capital (social, cultural, economic). Such
measures include: family income, parental occupation, parental education, and material

deprivation (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990;Connelly et al., 2014; HEFCE, 2013b; 2015).

Numerous measures can be used to identify social class and socio-economic
disadvantage, and sometimes these measures are used in conjunction with each other
(Archer, Hutchings, & Ross, 2005; Connelly et al., 2014; Moreau & Leathwood, 2006a).
Additionally, the literature identifies a number of factors that may mediate associations

between different measures of social class and students' educational outcomes. These
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factors include the skills, knowledge, dispositions and educational practices used by families
(Connelly et al., 2014). For example, educational practices (i.e. home reading cultures, use
of routine, rules and monitoring) are often emphasised as being influential in relation to
educational outcomes (Bodovski, 2010; Dubow, Boxer, & Huesmann, 2009; Greenman et
al., 2011; Hartas, 2011; Shumow & Lomax, 2002). Kiernan and Mensah (2011) illustrated
this, in a study where differences in parenting practices (based on composite measures)
accounted for up to 40% of the effect of childhood disadvantage on educational outcomes
at age five. However, just as factors like educational practices are associated with measures
of social class related to family background, including parental occupation, these are also
associated with structural factors, like neighbourhood affluence. For example, Shumow and
Lomox (2002) found that neighbourhood affluence was a predictor of parental involvement
and monitoring, which also predicted differences in academic and social-emotional
adjustment of adolescents. This highlights some of the complexities involved in
understanding the influence of different factors on students' educational trajectories, as
the different predictors and measures of disadvantage are interlinked and have a
composite influence on students' educational trajectories (Jenkins, Kneale, Lupton, &

Tunstall, 2011; Katz, Corlyon, La Placa & Hunter, 2007; Peruzzi, 2015).

The extent to which particular factors are emphasised as the determinants of socio-
economic differences in educational outcomes varies between studies and the theoretical
perspectives of researchers (Connelly, et al., 2014; Greenman et al., 2011). Whilst some
researchers have argued that structural factors like school and neighbourhood
characteristics are particularly important determinants of inequalities in attainment and
participation (Batey, Brown & Corver, 1998; Bowen, Bowen, & Ware, 2002) others argue
that socialisation processes may be more influential (Ganzach, 2000; Hartas, 2011; Sullivan,
Ketende, & Joshi, 2013). Despite on-going debate over this, there is general consensus that
different forms of disadvantage are interlinked and, in some cases, indirectly affect
educational outcomes and access to HE (Sullivan, 2000). In effect, different forms of capital
(social, economic, cultural) do not operate independently of one another, but interplay
with one another (Skeggs, 1997, 2004). Additionally, research in psychology and sociology

has stressed the more subjective and intersectional nature of social class (Reay, 2001).
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Hence, though based on objective measures an individual may be categorised as being
"working class", they may perceive themselves as being "middle class". Recognising these
complexities is important as the extent to which an individual feels disadvantaged or
identifies as being from a certain social class may mediate the effect this has on their
educational outcomes and engagement with education (Ashmore et al., 2004; Brown,

2000).

2.3. Mechanisms for Identifying Social Class and Disadvantage

The following sections describe a number of characteristics that are related to
socio-economic and educational disadvantage and how these are associated with
educational outcomes. The ways that some of these mechanisms are currently used or
could be used to identify these different forms of disadvantage are also discussed. This is
necessary to understand the strengths and limitations of these as potential targeting
methods and evaluate the accuracy of these mechanisms. Such an evaluation could aid
decision-making processes, not only during admissions processes but also before and after
the point of admission. Accuracy in measuring disadvantage is important for HEls, the
government and most importantly students themselves as these methods and overall
admissions processes affect their life chances and opportunities (Ackerman & Brown, 2006;

Harrison & Hatt, 2010).
2.3.1. Family Background Characteristics

Differences in educational outcomes are often interrogated using measures
pertaining to students' family characteristics. For example, significant associations have
been documented between parental occupation and students' educational outcomes,
including the likelihood that individuals have of getting academic qualifications (Carnevale
& Strohl, 2013; Stephenson et al. 2015). In turn, research indicates that this is linked to
parental education, which appears to have a direct influence on children’s ability to
succeed educationally, particularly whether or not parents have degree level qualifications
(McKnight, 2015). For example, according to Stephenson et al., (2015) less than 15% of
students whose parents have no degree qualifications can expect to obtain a bachelor’s

degree themselves. Katz et al. (2007) indicate that in addition to having lower levels of
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education, parents living in poverty are more likely to face a range of issues that interact
and affect children's educational outcomes including: lack of access to jobs/services,
isolation, mental and physical ill health and domestic violence. These are some of the
factors that may underpin the effects of parental education and occupation on inter-
generational mobility, as the continuing influence of parental occupations on children's'
occupations is at least in part due to the effects of family background on educational
opportunity and attainment (Blanden, Gregg, & Macmillan, 2007; Dubow et al., 2009;
Mclntosh & Munk, 2009;McKnight, 2015).

2.3.1.1. National Statistic Socio-Economic Classification (NS-SEC)

Currently, the primary social classification used in the UK for targeting and
identifying groups that are under-represented in HE is the National Statistics Socio-
Economic Classification (NS-SEC) (Stevenson & Lang, 2010). This is the measure that is used
to flag applicants' social class during the University Central Admissions Service (UCAS)
application process, and in theory to identify applicants who are socio-economically
disadvantaged. Based on NS-SEC, social class is identified from data derived by asking
university applicants for parental occupation of their highest earning parent, or if over 21,
for the occupation of the person contributing the highest income to their household.
However, as explained previously, there are a number of flaws and limitations with this
measure, starting with the notion that social class is itself a subjectively experienced
concept (Moreau & Leathwood, 2006a). Furthermore, by discerning social class based on
applicants' views, this measure is prone to error and manipulation (Harrison & Hatt, 2009;

2010; Stevenson & Lang, 2010).

NS-SEC typically includes 8 possible classifications ranging from most affluent in NS-
SEC 1 'Higher Managerial and Professional Occupations' to NS-SEC 8 'Never Worked, or
Long- Term Unemployed'. From 2002, both the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA)
and the University and Colleges Admission Service (UCAS) have used a simplified version of
this classification, comprising seven groups. Students from routine/manual occupations,
between NS-SEC 4 to 7 are those that are considered WP students. In this simplified version

of the classification, NS-SEC 8 (long-term unemployed or never worked) is excluded. This is
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problematic, particularly in areas of high deprivation as those applicants from families that
never worked or experienced life-long unemployment may be those that would most
benefit from additional support or consideration. These applicants may feel unable to
answer the N-SEC question that is posed on the UCAS application form with an appropriate
response and consequently are more likely to omit the information ( Harrison, 2011). Hatt
and Harrison (2009) provided supporting evidence for this, indicating that 25% of students
do not answer this question during the university admissions process, and that those
applicants tend to come from areas of high deprivation and low participation in HE. Similar

findings have been reported previously (Rudd, 1987).

The limitations of using NS-SEC are inherent in numerous studies, including
research using nationally collated data. Gorard (2005) highlighted this indicating how social
class was unclassified for 30% of the students in research by Mayhew et al.’s (2004), which
used this UCAS data. Similarly, Hoare and Johnson (2010) described this caveat in their own
research on educational attainment, where social class, identified using NS-SEC data, was
missing for 42% of students. However, despite its well-known limitations, much of the
research examining associations between socio-economic background and educational
outcomes using this measure has identified significant positive associations between these

variables (e.g. HEFCE, 2003, 2005; Hoare & Johnston, 2010; Smith & Naylor, 2005).

2.3.2. Neighbourhood Measures of Disadvantage

Socio-economic disadvantage can also be identified by attaching locations to
individuals’ domicile postcodes and linking these to measures of locational context
(Greenman et al.,, 2011; Webber & Butler, 2007). Different measures of locational
context/neighbourhood disadvantage exist, broadly working on the premise that
neighbourhoods have shared characteristics (e.g. ethnicity, education, employment and
type of housing) (Vickers & Rees, 2007; Voas & Williamson, 2001). Numerous studies
support this, indicating that disadvantaged families are more likely to live in disadvantaged
neighbourhoods (Ackerman & Brown, 2006; Callender, 2011; Gibbons & Vignoles, 2012;
HEFCE, 2014; Lupton, 2004; Singleton, 2010b). Furthermore, Webber and Butler (2005)

explain how these trends are influenced by the ways in which residents select
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neighbourhoods and segregate themselves within urban settings, which also produces

spatial inequalities at the level of pupil and school attainment.

Neighbourhood affluence has generally been found to have a positive relationship
with 1Q, verbal ability, and/or reading achievement from early childhood (Aikens &
Barbarin, 2008; Garner & Raudenbush, 1991; Klebanov, Brooks-Gunn, & Duncan, 1994).
Conversely, factors relating to environmental adversity are said to progressively construct
poor outcomes for disadvantaged children at school (Greenman et al., 2011; Jenkins et al.,
2011; Katz et al., 2007). Residence in neighbourhoods with higher deprivation has been
linked to a number of factors that have been considered to lead to negative educational
outcomes including: poorer home physical environment, poorer health outcomes and even
lower levels of maternal warmth (Ackerman & Brown, 2006; Flouri, Mavroveli, & Midouhas,
2013; Garner & Raudenbush, 1991; Harris, Johnston & Burgess, 2007). The mechanisms
underlying these associations have been discussed in different ways, incorporating various
factors associated with neighbourhood deprivation, including specific characteristics; such
as perceived levels of social disorganization which have been associated with negative
educational outcomes at different stages of development (Connelly et al., 2014; Bowen,
Bowen, & Ware). Alternatively, some of the negative factors that are associated with
poverty and neighbourhood deprivation including stress and depression have been found
to affect parenting and, indirectly, children’s academic attainment (Jenkins et al., 2011; Katz
et al., 2007; Whitty, 2001). This highlights some of the complexities that are involved in
trying to interpret socio-economic differences in attainment and participation. Hence,
though in part these differences may be due simply to factors like lack of resources
(Connelly et al., 2014), numerous variables are influential, which do not act independently

of one another (Chowdry et al., 2013; HEFCE, 2015).

Whilst numerous studies have identified meaningful associations between
neighbourhoods with economic hardship and educational outcomes, some have questioned
whether pronounced or systematic regional differences exist in educational attainment
(Cullis, 2008; Leckie, 2009; Osborne & Shuttleworth, 2004). Scrutiny of these studies has
indicated that they may not have identified significant associations due to flawed data, and

other limitations with conceptualisation and measurement (Connelly et al., 2014). For
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example, it has been argued that studies using arbitrary boundaries such as electoral wards
may fail to adequately capture neighbourhoods or may fail to measure the things that really
matter about neighbourhoods (Lupton, 2004). This highlights some of the factors that must
be taken into account when selecting measures and interpreting associations between

these and individual outcomes, as these decisions can impact on research findings.

2.3.2.1 Index of Multiple Deprivation

The Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) is a well-recognised composite measure of
deprivation based on data pertaining to seven different dimensions (Income, Employment,
Health and Disability, Education, Skills and Training, Barriers to Housing and Services, Living
Environment and Crime) (Crawford, 2014; Flouri et al., 2013; HEFCE, 2013a). Using the IMD,
postcodes can be linked to a small area geography known as Lower Layer Super Output
Areas (LSOAs). LSOAs are small areas in England, containing between 1000 and 3000
inhabitants, and have an average population of 1,500 people (Greenman et al., 2011;
Noble, Wright, Smith, & Dibben, 2006; Office for National Statistics, [ONS] 2009). In most
cases, they are smaller than wards, thus enabling the identification of small pockets of
deprivation. There are 32,482 LSOAs in England. They have each been given an overall IMD
score of between 1 and 32,482 based on the seven dimensions of the IMD. Higher IMD
scores indicate greater levels of overall neighbourhood deprivation (The Sutton Trust,

2015).

The IMD has been recommended for measuring deprivation in areas where there is
low take-up of Free School Meal (FSM) eligibility, and for identifying where people from
targeted NS-SEC groups 4 to 7 might be concentrated (HEFCE, 2007). Additionally, HEFCE
(2007) found IMD to be a more valid measure than NS-SEC in measuring progression of WP
students to HE. Though the relationship between social class, deprivation and ability is well
documented compared to fields like health, a limited number of studies have used the IMD
in educational research (Broecke & Nicholls, 2007; Feinstein, 2003;Harrison, 2011; Lupton,

2004; Sammons et al., 2014).
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2.3.2.2 POLAR 3

A further neighbourhood measure of disadvantage that has received relatively little
attention in educational research, despite it being devised by HEFCE to identify individuals
that come from areas with lower levels of participation in HE, is the Participation Of Local
Areas classification (POLAR 3) (Corver, 2010; HEFCE, 2015). The POLAR 3 classification is a
UK-wide area-based measure that groups geographical areas according to the proportion of
young people living in them who participate in HE by the age of 19 (HEFCE, 2010; HEFCE,
2014). This is known as the 'young participation rate'. The POLAR 3 classification was
created by ranking 2001 Census Area Statistic (CAS) Wards by their 'young participation
rates' in HE for the combined 2005 to 2009 cohorts (BIS, 2014). There are a total of 8,850
CAS wards in England and Wales with an average population of just under 6000 (Finney &
Jivraj, 2013). The POLAR 3 classification reports the rates of participation for those wards,
and is typically divided into quintiles. Currently, POLAR 3 is used as a WP benchmark at
many HE institutions in the UK as this is considered an indicator of the relative levels of
educational advantage or disadvantage for people based on the areas in which they reside
(BIS, 2014). HEFCE (2014) provided evidence that supports this, indicating that students
from neighbourhoods with lower levels of participation in HE, based on POLAR 3, were

consistently less likely to achieve a 2.1 or a first class degree at university.

2.3.2.3 Geodemographic Classifications

Geodemographics are area classifications that combine geographic, demographic,
and lifestyle information to classify areas on the basis of similar characteristics (e.g. age,
ethnicity, education, employment and type of housing (Harris, Johnston & Burgess, 2007;
Vickers & Rees, 2007). Different geodemographic classifications can be used to identify
socio-economic disadvantage drawing on a range of data to incorporate a wealth of
different dimensions of social differentiation covered by the census, which makes them
robust for this purpose (Farr & Webber, 2001; Singleton, 2010a; Vickers & Rees, 2007). The
notion that place and population are inextricably linked forms a key part of area
classifications (Brunsdon, Longley, Singleton, Ashby, 2011). For example, Voas and

Williamson (2001) highlighted that residents in many pockets of Liverpool share the
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common experiences of low income, non-participation in local elections, and non-

compliance with the requirement to complete a Census form.

Various geodemographic classifications exist including: Mosaic from Experian, the
National Classification of Census Output Areas, and Output Area Classification (OAC) which
is in the public domain (Batey & Brown, 2007; Farr & Webber, 2001;Singleton, 2010b;
Vickers & Rees, 2007). A fine-grained geo-demographic classification is 'A Classification of
Residential Neighbourhood' (ACORN) from CACI (see: http://www.caci.co.uk/acorn/). The
ACORN classification system segments the UK’s population into neighbourhood categories,
which range from ‘hard pressed’ (representing low SES) to wealthy achievers (high SES) on
the other side of the spectrum. Market analysis company CACI created ACORN using their
consumer databases in addition to census information (Webber & Farr, 2008). ACORN
classifies post-codes into 57, 17 and then 5 broad financial categories: wealthy, urban,
comfortable, moderate and struggling. The category 'hard pressed' represents those people
with the lowest SES, and 'Wealthy achievers ' those with the highest SES. The postcodes are
assigned to one of the ACORN categories if 80% or more of the population living in the area
fitted into the category. Though used in a limited number of educational studies, ACORN
has been used as a proxy for social class, analysing access and participation of different

groups in HE (see for example Singleton & Longley, 2009; Tonks, 2009).

2.4. Educational Disadvantage

Students' educational background characteristics, particularly the school type they
attended and school performance, are associated with a number of
advantages/disadvantages that have been found to influence differential educational and

labour market outcomes (Crawford,2014; McKnight, 2015).
2.4.1. School Type

School type attended (i.e. private vs. state) is frequently used to conceptualise
social class (Stevenson & Lang, 2010), based partly on the overlap between income and
attendance at fee-paying schools (Connelly et al., 2014; McNabb et al., 2002). The type of

school that a student attends significantly affects their access to the most selective
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universities (i.e. Russell Group Universities) (McKnight, 2015; The Sutton Trust, 2004;
2010a; Zimdars, 2007). The extent of these inequalities are depicted by the Sutton Trust in
numerous studies which compare differential levels of participation between students from
private schools and those from disadvantaged backgrounds. For example, Sutton Trust
(2010c) reported that students from private schools were up to 55 times more likely to
attend Oxbridge than state school students who qualified for FSM. Indeed, though less than
10% of all UK secondary schools are independent schools, they contributed over half the
undergraduate admissions at Oxford University (Zimdars, 2010). In turn, both the type of
school and type of university students attend, also affects their job prospects and is
reflected in the proportion of graduates in leading positions that went to independents
schools in the UK ( Davies, Mangan, Hughes, & Slack, 2013; McKnight, 2015). According to
the Sutton Trust (2012), 44% of individuals in leading positions in the UK went to
independent schools, and 27% went to grammar schools. Ten leading independent schools

accounted for 12% of leading people for which school data was available.

A number of advantages are associated with attendance at fee-paying schools,
which influence differential attainment, participation in HE and labour market outcomes
(McKnight, 2015). Advantages include: the quality of education students receive, better
resourcing, the type of subjects on offer and the teachers’ qualifications (Darling-
Hammond, 2000; Ehrenberg & Brewer, 1994; Hoare & Johnston, 2010; Smithers, & Tracey,
2003; Smithers & Robinson, 2003; The Sutton Trust, 2009). Ogg et al., (2009) emphasise the
importance of teachers’ qualifications as a key factor, indicating that the greater the
qualifications of a teacher, the greater the value added to students’ test scores. They
highlight that teachers at private schools tend to have higher qualifications in terms of
more firsts and upper seconds, from higher status universities than teachers from state
schools. Additionally, according to Hoare & Johnston (2010) teachers at private schools
place a greater focus on preparing students for university. McKnight (2015) corroborated
this, indicating that private schooling has a double benefit for children, as this is not only on
average conducive to higher attainment, but additionally bestows a "little something extra"
which is said to influence whether individuals are recruited to elite professions (Ashley,

Duberley, Ommerlad, & Scholarios, 2015). This "extra" advantage refers to soft skills,
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including for example the language/accent used by students, and presentation. These
factors contribute to the pervasive socio-economic inequalities in HE participation as
economically affluent students are more likely to attend competitive independent schools,
or high performing schools (Cobbold, 2010; Leithwood, Harris, Strauss, 2010; Lupton, 2004)
from which university is the natural and presumed next step (Archer & Hutchings, 2000;

Forsyth & Furlong, 2003).

Though students from fee-paying schools tend to have better overall performance,
a ‘school type effect’ has also been documented (Hoare & Johnson, 2010; Ogg et al.,2009;
Smith & Naylor, 2001). Specifically, for a given set of A- Level results, the degree
performance of students that attended state schools has been found to be higher,
compared to those that attended private schools (HEFCE, 2003; 2013a; 2014;Hoare &
Johnston, 2010; Naylor & Smith, 2005; The Sutton Trust, 2010b). This has been reported in
various studies, and seems robust even at different types of university, supporting the
usage of school type information as a means of identifying educational disadvantage/
advantage (HEFCE, 2003; Henry, 2013; Naylor & Smith, 2002; Smith & Naylor, 2001; The
Sutton Trust, 2010c). Such studies have argued that due to the environment in which they
are achieved, school grades do not reflect students 'true academic potential' (Hoare &
Johnston, 2010). Hence, while students attending state schools may not achieve grades that
reflect their full potential, and have higher unobserved ability, attending independent
schools bestows students with a number of advantages, which may enable them to achieve
to their full potential and on average attain higher entry grades than students from state
schools (Ogg et al., 2009). In turn, researchers have argued that school grades are also
limited as indicators of degree attainment, because these may not reflect other non-
cognitive skills, like independent study skills required for succeeding in HE (Crawford, 2014).
However, according to HEFCE (2003) the effect of school type on academic performance at
the most selective HE Institutions is unclear. They suggest that this could be attributed to
the comparatively little variability between students at these institutions, given that the
majority of students tend to have the maximum value of A-level points, and it is therefore

difficult to measure differences in HE achievement based on this. This was the evidenced at
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the University of Cambridge where Parkes (2011) compared the distribution of students'

final results by school type and did not identify any significant differences.

2.4.2. School Performance

According to Burgess et al. (2008), children from socio-economically deprived
backgrounds are more likely to attend poor performing schools than their more affluent
peers. School performance overlaps with school type and socio-economic disadvantage as a
disproportionate number of failing schools are located in areas of high socioeconomic
deprivation, where underachievement is an outcome of numerous challenging factors
(Benson & Borman, 2010; Cobbold, 2010;Greenman et al., 2011; Leithwood et al., 2010;
Lupton, 2004; OFFA, 2014a). Indeed, different types of disadvantage tend to co-occur and
have a cumulative impact on students' educational outcomes (Crosnoe & Cooper, 2010;
Lupton, 2004; Powis et al., 2007). This was corroborated by OFSTED (2013) in a report that
documents the wide variability in school performance between local authorities. They
found that the proportion of good or outstanding schools in the most deprived areas was
20 percentage points lower than in the least deprived areas. In contrast, the proportion of
outstanding schools in the least deprived areas is nearly double that found in the ‘deprived’

and ‘most deprived’ communities (OFSTED, 2013).

Conversely, the best performing schools tend to have a more affluent intake (Ball,
Bowe, & Gewirtz, 1996; Steele et al., 2007; Sutton Trust, 2009). According to the Sutton
Trust (2006), only 3% of pupils were eligible for FSM in the 200 top state schools, in
comparison to the national average of 14%. Additionally, only 9% of the top 200
comprehensive state schools had an intake of FSM eligible pupils that was above the
national average, and at 65% of these schools, less than 5% of pupils were registered as

being eligible for FSM.

Whilst attendance at high performing schools and particularly fee-paying schools is
associated with various advantages which can contribute to students' higher average
attainment, attendance at low performing schools is associated with various disadvantages.

These include teaching staff with fewer qualifications, higher pupil and teacher turnover,

30



and difficulties in teacher recruitment (Ball et al., 1996; Cobbold, 2010; Leithwood et al.,
2010; Lupton, 2004; Ogg et al.,, 2009; The Sutton Trust, 2009). It is clear that, when
combined, these factors influence differences in educational outcomes across regions of
the UK, particularly for pupils from low- income backgrounds, as a disproportionate number
of these students attend poor performing schools and come from neighbourhoods with low
participation in HE (Cassen, 2007; Chowdry et al., 2012; Forsyth & Furlong, 2003; Lupton,
2004; OFSTED, 2013). However, unlike school-type differences in performance, between-
school differences in performance are only moderate in the UK (Kirsch et al., 2002; Marks,
2006). This could explain why despite the overlap between school performance and school
type- where fee-paying schools are predominantly higher performing, the average
performance of students at a school does not appear to have a consistent effect on
academic attainment in HE (Ogg et al., 2009). There is disagreement regarding the direction
of the effect of school performance on academic attainment (HEFCE, 2003; Smith & Naylor,
2001; McManus, Dewberry, et al., 2013) including whether or not school performance has a
significant effect at all (HEFCE, 2014; Hoare & Johnson, 2010). HEFCE (2003) suggest that
the effects of school performance on HE attainment may be more contingent on factors
such as A-level points, students’ sex, and subject and subsequently more variable as a

predictor than school type as a result.

2.5. Demographic Characteristics

When considering access to HE, and the complex issues of equity, it is also
important to consider the role of sex and ethnicity. These individual characteristics are
often included in discourse around 'Widening Participation' due to the ways that they are,
historically associated with disadvantage, and inequality in participation and outcomes in
HE (Broecke, 2007; Connor & Modood, 2004; Gorard, 2008; Harris et al., 2007; Jacobs,
2008). Hence, though these characteristics are not the central focus of the current thesis,

they will each be discussed in turn.

In the UK, the proportion of students from ethnic minorities attending HE has
increased substantially since the 1960's, when only few ethnic minority students achieved

the necessary qualifications for entry (Richardson, 2008, 2010). Such differences are often
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attributed to factors like structural inequalities inherent in particular societies, which are
said to reduce both the achievement and the aspirations of children from ethnic minorities,
affecting their participation in HE. Today, whilst trends in HE participation differ between
ethnic minority groups, compared to white British students, overall people from ethnic
minorities are currently more likely to have degree level qualifications or equivalent than
White British students (Lymperopoulou & Parameshwaran, 2014). The people with the
highest proportions of degree level qualifications in the UK are those of Chinese (43%),
Indian (42%) and Black African (40%) ethnicities. Richardson (2011) delineated the extent to
which the participation rates of some groups of ethnic minorities has ‘widened’ where
participation rates of Asian and Black people are at least one and a half times the
participation rate of white people in the UK. However, despite the fact that members of
these minority groups are more likely than their White counterparts to participate in HE
generally, they are strikingly comparatively under-represented at the Old Universities and
Russell Group Universities in particular (Boliver, 2013; Zimdars et al., 2009). Additionally,
people from certain ethnic minorities continue to be proportionally under-represented
within HE in general compared to White British people, including people from the White
Gypsy or lIrish Traveller, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, and White and Black Caribbean groups
(Connor & Modood; 2004; Lymperopoulou & Parameshwaran, 2014).

Though ethnic inequalities in HE participation have improved, ethnicity continues
to be discussed in the context of WP (Gorard, 2008; Harris, Johnston, & Burgess, 2007;
Richardson, 2008; Woolf, Potts, & McManus, 2011). This is partly due to the pervasive
differences in HE participation that remain between certain ethnic minority groups, and the
inequalities in participation existent at different types of HEl. However, in particular
previous studies have highlighted significant variations in the academic attainment of
students of different ethnicities (Richardson, 2008, 2010). Differences in the academic
attainment of students of different ethnicities have been identified at various stages of
their educational trajectories. For example, these differences have been identified in the
results students obtain in their national examination for the General Certificate of
Secondary Education (GCSEs) taken at the end of compulsory schooling when they are 16

years old. Attainment in these examinations was found to be highest for students of Indian
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origin followed by White British students. Students from Bangladeshi, Pakistani or Black

backgrounds performed significantly less well (Connor & Modood, 2004).

With regards to degree performance, White British students on average have been
found to achieve higher grades than students from other ethnicities, even when entry level
grades are held constant (Broecke & Nicholls, 2007; HEFCE, 2014; Jacobs, 2008; Richardson,
2008). These differences appear to be largely consistent across numerous studies
comparing 'degree attainment' or the odds students have of achieving 'good degrees'. For
example, according to Richardson (2008), the odds that a White student has of being
awarded a 'good degree (2.1. or first class degree) are twice that of an Asian student and

three times that of a Black student.

Like ethnic minority groups, historically, women were also under-represented in
HE. However, by 1992, young women's participation rates were equal to those of men in
England (Broecke & Hamed, 2008). Currently, rates of participation in HE are greater for
females than males (HEFCE, 2013a; 2013b). This is a gap that continues to widen in favour
of women (Goldthorpe, 2000; McKinstry, 2008). To a degree, the widening of this gap is
associated with differences in attainment between males and females. These differences
are well documented from early stages of students' educational trajectories, with females
consistently achieving higher grades than males (HEFCE, 2013a; 2014; Richardson &
Woodley, 2003; Sheard, 2009; Strand, 2014). For example, in 2007, 65% of girls achieved 5
+ A*-C GCSEs or equivalent compared to 55.8% of males (DfES, 2007). Furthermore,
females are more likely to sit A-levels, and are more likely to pass and achieve higher A-
level grades than males (Broeke & Hamed, 2008). This explains why females typically enter
university with higher grades than males. However, recent studies have found that even
when entry grades are held equal, females outperform males in their academic
achievement in HE (Dayioglu & Tiirlit-Asik, 2007; Sheard, 2009). This was not always the
case, and contrasts with previous studies where males were up to 50 % more likely to
achieve first class degrees (McCrum, 1996; Mellanby, Martin, & O’Doherty, 2000). The
underperformance of males compared to females and their differential rates of
participation in HE require further investigation, particularly as these differences appear to

be widening further (HEFCE, 2014; McKinstry, 2008). In addition, differences in participation
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rates between males and females are exacerbated when neighbourhood disadvantage is
taken into consideration. According to HEFCE (2013a), compared to young males living in
the most disadvantaged areas, young females are 35 % more likely to participate in HE by
age 19. Additionally, it is important to acknowledge and further explore how differences in
participation and attainment in HE between males and females also appear to vary by age,
and between subjects, as these also have differential effects on labour market outcomes

(Hu & Wolniak, 2013; Richardson & Woodley, 2003).

2.6. Why is it important to address socio-economic inequalities
in HE participation?

Education is considered a vehicle for social mobility, which can influence economic
stratification and affect the long-term prospects of individuals (Ashley et al., 2015; Breen &
Jonsson, 2005; Cabinet Office, 2011; Haveman & Smeeding, 2006). Whilst the children of
economically disadvantaged parents may lack access to resources and opportunities in
ways that undermine their social mobility and influence the reproduction of economic
stratification across generations, education can help to reduce these effects (Ball, 2003;
Blanden et al., 2007; Bowen et al.,, 2002; Cabinet Office, 2011). This is critical as non-
traditional/disadvantaged students who progress to HE are then in a position where they
are more likely to progress into higher professional roles, and positions where they have

historically been underrepresented (McKnight, 2015; The Sutton Trust; 2015).

Wilkinson and Picket (2005) have discussed the detrimental impact of social
inequality across multiple disciplines, including education. They argue that inequality is
central to many problems within society including higher levels of crime, illiteracy, drug
addiction, and obesity amongst other issues. Education is considered imperative for
alleviating the detrimental repercussions associated with inequality, raising skill levels, and
contributing to national productivity (Feinstein, 2003; Lynch, Smith, Hillemeier, Shaw,
Raghunathan, & Kaplan, 2001; Uphoff, Pickett, Cabieses, Small, & Wright, 2013; Wilkinson
& Pickett, 2009; Dorling, 2010). The underlying social reasons for increasing socio-
economically disadvantaged students' access to universities are frequently discussed in

relation to the wider economic benefits that education has to society (GDP etc) and
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individuals as those who attend university are more likely to have higher salaries and be

economically self-sufficient (The Sutton trust, 2004; HEFCE, 2013b; 2015).

Thus, from a social justice perspective, HE should be open to all who have the
academic potential and the desire to attend (Archer, 2003; Roberts; 1993; Department for
Education and Skills, 2003). This notion is echoed in the Schwartz report which states that:
‘A fair admissions system is one that provides equal opportunity for all individuals,
regardless of background, to gain admission to a course suited to their ability and
aspirations’ (Department for Education and Skills, 2003, p. 5). This is also important
because the representation of students from diverse backgrounds has positive effects on
learning, and does not limit other students' exposure to diverse cultural and intellectual
perspectives. This diversity rationale for WP has often been discussed, specifically with
regard to subjects like medicine, where increasing diversity is considered an important
means of providing more culturally sensitive healthcare to increasingly heterogeneous

populations (Mathers et al., 2011).

The ever-increasing pressure to extend access to prospective students from under-
represented backgrounds has been augmented by a number of changes in tuition fees, and
the way in which HE is financed in the UK. These changes followed the introduction of
variable tuition fees from £1,200 in 2005/06 to up to £3,375 in 2011/12 and the recent
increase in tuition fees to up to £9000 (Bowes et al., 2013; Crawford & Dearden, 2010;
Crawford, 2012; OFFA, 2014b). HE institutions that wish to charge the additional fees must

adhere to an Access Agreement with the Office for Fair Access (OFFA).

The OFFA is an independent public body that holds responsibility for safeguarding
fair access to higher education. The main way that OFFA does this, is by ensuring that HE
institutions meet the targets set in their Access Agreements (OFFA, 2014b). These are
technical, strategic documents that outline access measures HE institutions intend to put in
place to safeguard and promote fair access to HE (e.g. outreach work, financial support).
Access agreements include targets and milestones around retention, attainment, and
progression, set by individual universities and colleges, which have to be approved by

OFFA's Director of Fair Access (https://www.offa.org.uk/access-agreements/).
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Access targets are of great financial importance to English institutions as those who
fail to meet their WP targets can be heavily fined but more significantly, their right to
charge top fees can be removed and capped at £6,000 (Cable & Willets, 2011; Harrison,
2011;0FFA, 2014). As a result, WP has become a greater focus for both government
education policy and Universities in the UK alike. Hence, to meet WP targets and
milestones it will become increasingly important for Universities to have robust
mechanisms in place to be able to identify and measure appropriate targets in relation to
admissions, progression and retention (Bridger, Shaw & Moore, 2012; Browne, 2010;
Clayton, 2012). Further, in terms of public accountability, it is critical for institutions to be
open, and to have confidence in their methods of targeting WP students. This is important
as targeting methods that are inaccurate, imprecise or otherwise error prone can have
negative effects on the life chances and opportunities of prospective students (Harrison &

Hatt, 2010; Stringer, 2008).

2.7. How socio-economic inequalities in HE participation are
currently addressed

In the UK, the underrepresentation of individuals from socio-economically
disadvantaged backgrounds is addressed in various ways at different universities. Methods
include programmes, such as Foundation or graduate entry programmes, typically devised
by HElIs to facilitate entry and accessibility to students by providing alternative routes into
courses and particular academic domains (McHarg, Mattick, & Knight, 2007; Mathers