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6   Universities UK  

WIDENING OPPORTUNITY IN THE HIGHER EDUCATION CONTEXT 
 

This section outlines the three phases of widening opportunity  though higher 
education and contextualises the continuing effect of disadvantage on students 
beyond graduation.  

 THE THREE PHASES OF WIDENING OPPORTUNITY THROUGH HIGHER EDUCATION 

�x First  phase: Fair access  to higher education, including narrowing gaps 
in access between students of different backgrounds 

�x Second  phase:  Successful participation , including the completion 
of studies and elimination of any attainment gaps between students of 
different backgrounds  

�x Third  phase: Graduate success  after higher education, based on 
ability and academic achievement and not socio-economic background, 
thus elimination of any ‘post -graduation gaps’ 

 

FIRST PHASE: FAIR ACCESS TO HIGHER EDUCATION 

The objective of widening participation in higher education has been deservedly 
prominent in all the nations of the UK for many years. The sector has made 
substantial advances, though major discrepancies remain between participation rates 
for individuals from the most  and least disadvantaged backgrounds (Clarke and 
Beech, 2018).  

Figure 1 and Figure 2 summarise the evidence of the progress made in this first phase 
of widening opportunity, and the work that remains to be done. Figure  1 outlines the 
entry rate of England-domiciled 18-year-old students, according to the UCAS 
Multiple Equality Measure (MEM). 2 This indicates that the entry rate of students 
from more disadvantaged backgrounds is increasing (up from 6.7% in 2006 to 12.3% 
in 2018), but remains significantly lower than the entry rate of students from more 
















