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Introduction
Background
The focus of the narrative literature review
Critically analysis Compare and contrast the content and findings
Socioeconomic status (SES) significantly influences educational attainment in higher education (Ander, 2012; Crawford, 2014; HESA, 2023; Tomaszewski et al., 2024).
Socioeconomic status (SES) in the UK is assessed by considering a range of interrelated factors that reflect an individual's or group's social and economic standing relative to others. 
Although there is no precise definition, as it alters within different cultures and political systems (Bornstein & Bradley 2014; Broer et al., 2019), a consensus suggests it, at a minimum, would include an assessment of parental education, family income, and parent's occupation since these three indicators reflect different aspects of family background (Brese & Mirazchiyski, 2013; APA., 2018; Early et al., 2019). ‌
Income is considered through household earnings and financial stability (Takeuchi et al., 2017), whilst education, another key aspect of SES, looks at the highest qualifications achieved, such as GCSEs, A-levels, vocational training, or degrees (Gov.UK, 2024).
Occupation is commonly categorised using the National Statistics Socio-economic Classification (NS-SEC), which ranks jobs from higher managerial roles to routine and manual work, including those unemployed (ONS, 2021).
Wealth, including property ownership, savings, and investments, is another marker, highlighting disparities that often surpass those seen with income (Choondiyanil, 2024)
Housing is considered, looking at ownership, renting, or reliance on council housing, alongside variations in housing quality (IFS, 2023)
Health outcomes and access to care often correlate with economic standing, and assessments like the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) measure these alongside other factors (Abel et al., 2016).
Cultural and social capital, such as access to networks and activities, are also considered when assessing SES. (Li et al., 2008; ‌Nguyen, (2019).




Research consistently shows that students from higher SES backgrounds are more likely to enrol in and complete higher education programs than their lower SES counterparts. This disparity is often attributed to access to resources, parental education levels, and social capital (Galindo-Rueda et al., 2004; Crawford, 2014).
Research further indicates that students from lower-income backgrounds face systemic barriers to access, integration, retention, and long-term opportunities (Bolton & Lewis, 2024). These challenges are not isolated to admissions but persist throughout the academic and post-graduation journey. This literature review examines ten significant studies that explore the role of SES in higher education through various perspectives, each offering diverse methodologies and approaches to understand better and address this issue.
The disparity in access to higher education for low-SES is well-documented, especially for ‘elite’ universities (José Luis Mateos-González & Wakeling, 2021). Financial limitations, early academic tracking, and institutional biases disproportionately affect students from low-SES backgrounds (Crawford et al., 2016). In this 10-paper narrative review of literature, studies such as those by Britton et al. and Mateos-González and Wakeling provide quantitative insights into these barriers, focusing on enrolment trends and economic returns. However, these analyses often omit the nuanced lived experiences of affected students, central to works like Reay’s, where qualitative methods highlight structural inequities and psychological barriers.
Once admitted, integration into academic and social environments presents further hurdles for low-SES students, not least learning alongside students from a higher SES (Devlin & McKay, 2014).  Cultural capital or the familiarity with norms and expectations often expressed in higher education, is often limited among this group (Hannon et al., 2017) . Ahn and Davis suggest without addressing structural inequities, attempts to improve engagement for low-SES students will remain superficial.
Financial barriers remain a significant determinant of both access and retention. Studies like those by Bakour identify targeted interventions, such as financial aid and mentorship programs, as effective measures to reduce barriers. In contrast, Aina et al. emphasise the broader systemic challenges, such as balancing academic demands with financial constraints, which are not resolved by interventions alone. This highlights the challenge of ongoing debates regarding the effectiveness of addressing immediate needs versus implementing long-term systemic reforms.
Policy interventions to widen participation have achieved mixed outcomes (Britton et al., 2023). While some show the potential benefits of effective policy interventions (Chetty et al., 2020), research such as those by Cunningham and Samson suggest that many policies reinforce existing inequities rather than dismantling them, stating the deficiencies of a neoliberal meritocracy, where market-driven priorities determine institutional practices at the expense of equity (Cunningham and Samson).
The impact of SES extends beyond the undergraduate university experience, influencing access to postgraduate education and career opportunities. Higher-income graduates are more likely to secure advanced degrees and higher-paying roles (Mateos-González and Wakeling), while low-SES graduates can still subsequently face systemic barriers in both employment and career progression, challenging the notion of higher education as an equaliser, instead pointing to persistent structural disparities (IFS, 2022)
This review highlights the multifaceted relationship between SES and higher education, with studies differing in their methodological approaches, ontological assumptions, and epistemological frameworks. Quantitative research provides critical data on trends and outcomes, while qualitative studies offer depth by capturing individual experiences. Bridging these approaches and addressing contradictions in findings are crucial for developing effective strategies to ensure equitable access and outcomes for all students.
Search Methodology
The impact of socioeconomic status on access to and success within UK higher education institutions, specifically literature associated with individuals from low socioeconomic status,  was examined through a systematic search strategy. Google Scholar was used as a primary tool, using Boolean operators to combine terms like "socioeconomic status," "higher education," "UK," "access," and "retention." Advanced search features filtered results to include only sources published within the last five years to ensure relevance. Journals accessed included platforms such as Springer, Taylor & Francis, and Sage to locate peer-reviewed materials and reports.
The University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) library resources provided additional access to databases, including JSTOR and ProQuest. Specialised sites like ResearchGate were searched to find emerging studies and preprints. Grey literature, including institutional analyses and policy reports, was considered where peer-reviewed sources were unavailable. 

Philosophical assumptions
The research provided a wide range of approaches, findings, and conclusions. However, what was clear was that research often contradicted not necessarily the conclusions of a particular study but a specific philosophical approach of a study. Consequently, this literature review will not only critically analyse key findings but also consider the ontological, epistemological, and axiological basis on which conclusions were drawn to better understand the efficacy of those key findings.
Research is shaped by a framework of beliefs known as paradigms. These paradigms represent a researcher's perspective when studying a social phenomenon, providing the foundation for understanding it (Saunders, 2009). This set of beliefs is based on ontological, epistemological assumptions and methodological approaches (Gaba & Lincoln, 1994)
Ontology, epistemology, and axiology are foundational concepts in research that shape how studies are conducted (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). Ontology, often the starting point for most researchers (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008), deals with the nature of reality, questioning what exists and how entities are categorised. It defines the lens through which a researcher views the subject matter, whether as objective and independent of perception (realism) or subjective and socially constructed (constructivism) (Pessu, 2019). Epistemology, is driven by ontological beliefs (Pessu,2019) and considers the nature and scope of knowledge, asking how we know what we know and what constitutes valid evidence (Moser, 2009). Axiology examines the role of values in research, considering the ethical and moral principles that guide the researcher’s decisions and the impact of their work (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). 
Choosing a methodology and methods aligned with these philosophical stances is critical for achieving coherence in research design (Al-Ababneh, 2020). For instance, positivist ontology and epistemology expect data and quantitative methods, emphasising measurable variables and statistical analysis. Conversely, an interpretivist stance might expect qualitative approaches, obtaining a depth of context that primary data may not give through interviews or ethnography (culturally immersive research). In simple terms, a positivist approach assumes an objective reality, and an interpretivism approach assumes individuals have their own understanding of reality (Alharahsheh & Pius, 2020)
Axiology, the study and assessment of research values, shapes decisions about the purpose of the study and the researcher’s ethical obligations to participants and broader society. Bell & Bryman, 2006).
Misalignment between ontology, epistemology, axiology, and methods can compromise the validity and credibility of a study (Hall, 2003; Al-Ababneh, 2020). For example, applying quantitative methods in a study based on constructivist ontology might fail to capture the nuanced, subjective nature of the data 
Similarly, ignoring the ethical dimensions of axiology risks harm to participants or undermines trust in the research process (Ohler, 2001; Hendrik Berghaeuser et al., 2024). Ensuring that these elements are aligned supports the production of meaningful and credible findings while respecting the subject matter and those involved. Failure to achieve this alignment risks methodological incoherence, undermines the integrity of the research, and reduces its impact (Bracken, 2010; Al-Ababneh, 2020). Integration of these philosophical components correctly strengthens the overall study and its contributions to knowledge (Al-Ababneh, 2020; Nichol et al., 2023). 

Summary Analysis of the 10 individual research papers
Introduce the approach and why (10 individual summarises considiering … followed by

Paper One:
A Critical Review of "Which University Degrees Are Best for Intergenerational Mobility?" Britton et al.
Content Summary
The study by Britton, Drayton, and van der Erve (2021) examines how university courses and institutions influence intergenerational mobility in England. Using the Longitudinal Education Outcomes (LEO) dataset, the authors calculate mobility rates by combining access rates (representation of students from low-income backgrounds) with success rates (these students' transition into the top 20% of earners by age 30). The findings reveal substantial differences in mobility rates, with less selective universities in London and high-return fields such as pharmacology, computing, and law performing strongly. Conversely, prestigious institutions like Oxford and Cambridge exhibit low mobility due to limited access for disadvantaged groups.
Authority
The research team is connected to the well-regarded Institute for Fiscal Studies, which has a strong reputation in educational and economic policy analysis. Their use of extensive national datasets and established methodologies reinforces the study’s credibility.
Methodology
The study employs a quantitative approach with a focus on measurable outcomes like earnings and access rates. It adopts a systemic view, treating mobility outcomes as observable and structured phenomena. The research prioritises equity by exploring pathways to improve opportunities for students from disadvantaged backgrounds.

Critical Analysis
Accuracy
The research demonstrates high reliability through the use of a dataset encompassing approximately 570,000 individuals. Its findings align with existing theories on inequality in higher education. However, using Free School Meals (FSM) eligibility as the sole indicator of socioeconomic status overlooks other critical factors, including ethnicity and disability.
Objectivity
The reliance on quantitative data offers a clear and measurable analysis. However, the absence of qualitative insights limits a deeper understanding of the experiences of disadvantaged students. While the study’s recommendations are evidence-based, it does not address how institutional cultures may perpetuate stratification.
Currency
Published in 2021, the study remains relevant to current discussions about equity in UK higher education. To sustain its relevance, periodic updates reflecting new policies and trends would be beneficial.
Coverage
The analysis provides detailed insights into mobility rates across universities and subjects. However, it could broaden its scope to examine intersectional aspects, including gender and ethnicity, for a more comprehensive understanding.
Uniqueness
The study stands out by combining access and success rates, shedding light on variations across institutions and academic disciplines.

Epistemology, Ontology, and Axiology
The research adopts a positivist approach, focusing on objective measurements. It views social mobility as a quantifiable and systemic issue. The study’s emphasis on equity highlights its commitment to addressing underrepresentation. While the methodology is rigorous and the recommendations are actionable, the lack of qualitative perspectives and intersectional analysis limits its depth.
Reliability, Validity, and Ethical Considerations
The reliability is reinforced by the use of high-quality data and transparent methods. However, validity is affected by the exclusive use of FSM as a socioeconomic proxy. Ethical considerations are well-addressed through data confidentiality and a focus on promoting fairness. Future work could improve validity by incorporating more inclusive socioeconomic indicators and engaging directly with affected groups.
Future Research
This study highlights the importance of systemic changes in higher education to improve opportunities for disadvantaged students. Incorporating qualitative methods and intersectional analysis would enrich understanding of barriers. Expanding the scope to include international comparisons could provide insights into broader equity strategies.
Conclusion
The research makes a significant contribution to understanding intergenerational mobility in higher education. Future work should adopt mixed-methods approaches, integrating qualitative data to explore lived experiences and intersectionality. Longitudinal studies could offer deeper insights into how systemic barriers evolve and the long-term impacts of policy changes.

Paper 2
[bookmark: _Hlk187844812]Title: A Critical Review of "Determining Factors of Access and Equity in Higher Education: A Systematic Review"

Content Summary 
Mega Wanti et al. (2022) explore factors shaping access and equity in higher education through a systematic review of global research. The study identifies systemic, institutional, and financial barriers disproportionately affecting marginalised groups, including those from low-income backgrounds. Key influences highlighted include tuition costs, cultural norms, geographic challenges, and inadequate institutional support. The authors challenge deficit-based models and recommend reforms such as financial aid programs, inclusive policies, and structural changes aimed at improving equity. While comprehensive in its analysis, the review’s reliance on secondary data limits its capacity to address specific regional or contemporary challenges fully.
Authority
The authors establish credibility through their association with respected academic institutions and their systematic approach. The inclusion of international perspectives adds significant value to the discussion.
Methodology
This systematic review employs a qualitative approach grounded in critical constructivist principles. Inequities are framed as structural and entrenched within institutions and society. The study emphasises equity but is constrained by its dependence on secondary sources, which limits insights into region-specific or emerging issues.
Critical Assessment 
Accuracy
The review’s systematic methodology and stringent inclusion criteria enhance its reliability by integrating findings across varied contexts. However, relying on existing literature can introduce gaps, as new challenges and underrepresented perspectives may not be adequately captured.

Objectivity
The study critiques traditional deficit-based frameworks and proposes systemic reforms to improve equity in higher education. While this balanced approach addresses broad challenges, the limited exploration of intersectional issues, such as the interplay of gender, ethnicity, and disability, narrows its scope.
Currency
The publication, from 2022, remains relevant to ongoing debates about equity in education. However, shifts in global education practices, particularly those influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic, highlight the need for continuous updates.
Coverage
The analysis provides a detailed examination of systemic barriers but does not delve deeply into intersecting influences that could further illuminate disparities. Broadening the study’s focus to include these factors would enhance its applicability and relevance.
Uniqueness
Highlights global barriers and critiques deficit-based approaches
Epistemology, Ontology, and Axiology
The review applies a critical constructivist approach, viewing inequities as societal and institutional constructs. This perspective frames the challenges as systemic, advocating structural reforms to address barriers. The reliance on secondary data, however, limits its ability to incorporate lived experiences or focus on regional disparities fully.
Reliability, Validity, and Ethical Considerations
The study ensures reliability through rigorous criteria and a transparent methodology. Validity could be improved by using primary data and conducting region-specific analyses. Ethical concerns are addressed by prioritising fairness and inclusive reforms. Future research should employ participatory approaches to centre marginalised voices, ensuring comprehensive representation.
Future Research
Mega Wanti et al. (2022) provide important perspectives on structural barriers in higher education. Future research should adopt mixed methodologies, integrating both qualitative and quantitative data to address gaps. Longitudinal studies and regional analyses would contextualise systemic issues and inform more targeted reforms.
Conclusion
Mega Wanti et al. (2022) examine barriers affecting access and equity in higher education, presenting actionable suggestions for systemic change. The study provides a comprehensive view of global trends and critiques traditional deficit-based perspectives. Despite its strengths, the reliance on secondary data limits its ability to explore specific regional challenges and lived experiences. Emphasising structural change and equity-focused approaches lays a strong groundwork for future research. Addressing gaps through primary data collection, intersectional analysis, and targeted regional studies will strengthen policies to reduce education inequities.

Paper 3
Title: Neoliberal Meritocracy and Class Divisions in Higher Education
Content Summary
The study examines how widening participation policies in English universities reinforce class divisions instead of promoting social mobility. It critiques neoliberal meritocracy and its role in institutionalising inequality through education.
Key Findings: 
Despite increasing access to universities for disadvantaged groups, systemic inequalities persist. Universities commodify education and fail to deliver promised social mobility. Economic aspirations drive participation, but structural barriers reinforce class hierarchies.
Recommendations: 
Reforming funding models, prioritising equity-driven policies, and addressing systemic inequalities in higher education to foster genuine mobility.
Authority
The research is authored by Chris Cunningham and Colin Samson, who are affiliated with the University of Essex and demonstrate expertise in critical social mobility studies and higher education policy.
Methodology
The study employs critical policy analysis, focusing on qualitative insights. Its structuralist ontology views class divisions as embedded within institutional frameworks. The epistemological approach is critical constructivist, examining societal and institutional power dynamics. Its axiological focus advocates systemic equity and challenges neoliberal ideologies perpetuating social stratification.
Critical Assessment
Accuracy:
The analysis is grounded in historical and contemporary policy evaluations supported by academic and governmental sources. However, reliance on secondary data restricts empirical validation.
Objectivity:
The study critiques systemic flaws effectively, though its strong focus on neoliberalism may reduce consideration of alternative perspectives.
Currency:
Published in 2021, the paper remains relevant. It addresses enduring issues in higher education and current higher education policies in England.
Coverage:
The research provides a detailed critique of widening participation policies but does not address intersectional factors such as ethnicity and gender.
Uniqueness:
The study offers a distinct critique of neoliberal ideologies and their role in shaping education policies but lacks practical case studies or examples to complement its analysis.
Epistemology, Ontology, and Axiology:
The epistemology interrogates the societal forces shaping educational access, the ontology situates inequities within institutional structures, and the axiological perspective promotes systemic equity through policy reform.
Reliability, Validity, and Ethical Considerations:
Reliability is ensured through rigorous qualitative analysis and a transparent framework. Validity could improve with the inclusion of primary data. Ethical considerations focus on advocating fairness and addressing structural inequities.
Future Research
Future studies should include mixed-method approaches and longitudinal analyses to capture nuanced barriers more effectively. Examining the practical implementation of equity-focused policies and incorporating intersectional factors will broaden the scope of the research. Primary data collection and regional studies could further enrich the understanding of systemic barriers in education.
Conclusion 
Cunningham and Samson’s work provides a detailed critique of systemic inequities in English higher education, focusing on neoliberal policies that reinforce class divisions. The strengths lie in its theoretical depth and strong argumentation against deficit-based ideologies. Weaknesses include reliance on secondary data and a lack of practical examples or case studies. Recommendations for future research include integrating intersectional analyses, primary data collection, and exploring the impact of implemented policy reforms. By addressing these gaps, the study’s findings can inform more comprehensive and effective equity-driven strategies in higher education.

Paper 4
Title: Critical Review of "The Working Classes and Higher Education: Meritocratic Fallacies of Upward Mobility in the United Kingdom" 
Diane Reay

Content Summary
The study investigates systemic disadvantages faced by working-class students in elite UK universities, emphasizing their marginalization in academic and social contexts. Utilizing Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, capitals, and field, it explores tensions between working-class identities and elite educational settings.
Currency: Published in 2021, the research addresses current issues, reflecting debates on inequality in higher education and advocating for systemic reforms.
Authority
Diane Reay, a professor at the University of Cambridge, is an established expert in sociology and education.
Reay’s extensive research on class-based inequalities and her academic position reinforces the authority of this study.
Methodology
Qualitative Approach: Grounded theory, combined with Bourdieu’s theoretical framework, guides the analysis of nine interviews with working-class students and focus groups involving 11 upper and middle-class peers.
Ontological Perspective: Social realities are viewed as constructed and influenced by class hierarchies and power dynamics.
Epistemological Perspective: The study adopts an interpretivist stance, generating knowledge from participants’ lived experiences and narratives.

Critical Assessment
Accuracy:
The use of Bourdieu’s framework and primary data collection strengthens the study’s reliability. However, the limited diversity of participants, particularly the absence of BAME voices, reduces its broader applicability.

Objectivity:
The critique of institutional cultures is well-supported but may reflect biases against elite universities. Greater participant diversity, including race and gender, could provide a more balanced perspective.
Currency:
The study remains relevant by addressing persistent inequalities in elite institutions and contributing to ongoing discussions about social mobility.
Coverage:
The analysis offers detailed insights into class-based exclusions but could benefit from including intersectional factors like race and gender. Broader demographic representation and longitudinal approaches would enhance its comprehensiveness.
Uniqueness:
This research stands out by applying Bourdieu’s theories to examine class tensions within elite education. Expanding its focus beyond elite institutions would increase its relevance across different educational contexts.

Epistemology, Ontology, and Axiology Considerations:
The epistemological approach centres on interpreting participants’ narratives, while the ontological view highlights systemic class structures. The axiological perspective emphasizes equity and challenges entrenched power dynamics in education.

Reliability, Validity, and Ethical:
Reliability is enhanced by the study’s theoretical grounding and qualitative methods. Validity could be improved by diversifying participant demographics and broadening the scope of analysis. Ethical considerations are addressed through respectful engagement with participants’ experiences and advocating systemic reforms.

Future Research
Include more diverse participant demographics, incorporating BAME and gender-diverse perspectives.
Employ intersectional and longitudinal methods to capture nuanced barriers and long-term impacts.
Broaden the study’s scope to explore systemic reforms in a wider range of educational institutions.
Conclusion 
Reay’s study effectively critiques the limitations of meritocratic narratives in elite UK universities, emphasising the need for systemic reform. Its strengths include the application of Bourdieu’s framework and focus on class-based exclusions. Weaknesses involve limited participant diversity and a narrow institutional focus. Recommendations for future research include expanding demographic representation, integrating intersectional analyses, and exploring reforms across a broader spectrum of higher education institutions.

Paper 5
Title: Exploring Socioeconomic Inequalities and Access to Elite Postgraduate Education Among English Graduates

Content Summary
This study examines how socioeconomic factors affect access to postgraduate education in elite UK institutions, focusing on Russell Group universities. Key Findings: Significant inequalities are influenced by undergraduate institutional type and academic achievement, with advantaged students more likely to access elite postgraduate programs. Educational pathways strongly predict progression. The paper emphasises institutional stratification and advocates reforms to broaden access.

Authority
José Luis Mateos-González and Paul Wakeling are affiliated with the University of York, a reputable institution. Their expertise in higher education and social mobility reinforces the reliability of the study.

Methodology
Quantitative Approach: The study uses HESA data (N=533,885) and applies multinomial logistic regression.
Ontological Perspective: Relational ontology, examining how structural inequalities are mediated through educational pathways.
Epistemological Perspective: Positivist epistemology, focusing on measurable variables such as socioeconomic background and academic trajectories to analyse inequalities.

Critical Analysis
Accuracy:
The study uses reliable large-scale datasets and robust statistical techniques, including post-stratification weighting to address non-response bias. However, reliance on quantitative methods limits exploration of individual decision-making processes.
Objectivity:
The research advocates equity while maintaining neutrality in analysing institutional stratification's role in perpetuating inequalities. The emphasis on measurable outcomes minimises bias, though the absence of qualitative perspectives on lived experiences is a limitation.
Currency:
Published in 2021, the research remains relevant, addressing ongoing issues in postgraduate education and reflecting changes such as postgraduate loans introduced in 2016.
Published in 2021, it analyses data from the UK Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) for graduates between 2015 and 2017.
Coverage:
The analysis thoroughly examines socioeconomic and educational influences on postgraduate access but lacks intersectional exploration of ethnicity and gender. Including these dimensions could enhance its scope.
Uniqueness:
The study’s focus on institutional stratification within postgraduate education is notable, offering insights into how educational pathways mediate access. Broadening this focus to international contexts would further its impact.
Epistemology, Ontology, and Axiology:
The positivist epistemology aligns with its focus on measurable inequalities, while the relational ontology situates these within broader structural frameworks.
Axiologically, the study emphasizes equity in higher education, though it could incorporate qualitative methods for a more comprehensive analysis.
Reliability, Validity, and Ethical Considerations:
Reliability is supported by the use of a large dataset and transparent methodology.
Validity is underpinned by a theoretical grounding in maintained inequality frameworks. Potential bias arises from the exclusion of qualitative perspectives and limited intersectionality.
Ethical considerations are met through data anonymization and a focus on equity.
Future Research
Include intersectional analyses of ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status.
Use mixed-method approaches to capture both quantitative and qualitative dimensions.
Broaden the analysis to explore institutional stratification in international postgraduate education.
Investigate the long-term impacts of postgraduate education reforms on systemic inequalities.
Conclusion of Strengths, Weaknesses, and Recommendations
This study provides a detailed analysis of how socioeconomic inequalities shape access to elite postgraduate education in the UK. Its strengths include the use of large-scale data and rigorous statistical methods. Weaknesses lie in the exclusion of qualitative perspectives and limited attention to intersectionality. Recommendations for future research involve integrating diverse participant demographics, adopting mixed-method approaches, and extending the focus to international contexts. The study’s findings would, therefore, contribute to more effective policies promoting equity in postgraduate education by addressing these gaps.

Paper 6
Critical Analysis of "Students' Sense of Belonging and Their Socioeconomic Status in Higher Education: A Quantitative Approach"
Content Summary
This study examines the relationship between academic and social engagement and students’ sense of belonging and retention in higher education, focusing on disadvantaged groups defined by age, class, and ethnicity. Using survey data from 380 participants across 16 academic departments, it highlights the impact of socio-economic factors.

Authority
Authors: Mi Young Ahn and Howard H. Davis, affiliated with University College London and Bangor University, respectively.
Credibility: Their specialisation in education and social sciences strengthens the study’s reliability and relevance.

Methodology
Quantitative Design: The study uses Principal Component Analysis (PCA) and t-tests to analyze survey data, linking socio-economic and demographic factors to belonging and retention.
Ontological Perspective: Assumes belonging is an objective construct influenced by structural and institutional factors.
Epistemological Perspective: Positivist epistemology, emphasizing quantitative methods to establish relationships between belonging, socio-economic status, and retention.

Critical Analysis
Accuracy:
The research is reliable due to validated survey instruments and statistical methods. Validity is reinforced by consistency with existing literature, though reliance on self-reported data introduces potential biases.
Objectivity:
Findings are evidence-based and align with goals for equity, though the exclusive focus on measurable constructs overlooks subjective experiences and individual narratives.
Currency:
The 2023 publication ensures relevance to current debates around equity and retention in higher education, especially for socio-economically disadvantaged groups.

Coverage:
The study thoroughly examines socio-economic influences on belonging but lacks longitudinal analysis and intersectional perspectives, such as gender and race, which could provide a fuller understanding.
Uniqueness:
The study’s quantitative focus on belonging and socio-economic factors offers valuable insights but could benefit from exploring belonging as a dynamic process over time.
Epistemology, Ontology, and Axiology
Epistemology: Relies on positivist principles, offering measurable insights but potentially oversimplifying complex dynamics.
Ontology: Views belonging as shaped by systemic structures, overlooking subjective interpretations.
Axiology: Equity-focused, advocating support for disadvantaged groups, though it lacks depth in addressing individual experiences.
Reliability, Validity, and Ethical Considerations:
Reliability is ensured through statistical rigor and validated tools, while validity aligns with theoretical frameworks. Ethical considerations include anonymized data and a focus on equity. The study could improve by integrating diverse participant narratives and adopting mixed methods.
Opportunities for Future Research
Combine quantitative and qualitative methodologies to capture both measurable and lived experiences.
Address intersectional factors such as race, gender, and socio-economic status for a nuanced perspective.
Explore belonging as a dynamic process through longitudinal research.

Investigate the role of institutional practices in shaping engagement and retention.
Conclusion of Strengths, Weaknesses, and Recommendations
The study provides a valuable analysis of the impact of socioeconomic factors on belonging and retention in higher education. Its strengths include statistical rigour and actionable findings. Weaknesses include limited qualitative depth, the absence of longitudinal perspectives, and a lack of intersectional analysis. Future research should incorporate mixed methods, address intersectionality, and adopt longitudinal approaches to enhance understanding and support inclusive policy development in higher education.

Paper 7
Analysis of Widening Participation Interventions in Higher Education: Enhancing Self-Belief and Confidence
Content Summary
The study examines the effectiveness of widening participation (WP) interventions in improving the self-belief and confidence of underrepresented students, drawing on the perspectives of WP tutors rather than students.
Authority
Shagaf Bakour, affiliated with Aston University, adds credibility through their alignment with UK higher education priorities and expertise in WP initiatives.
Methodology
Qualitative Approach: Semi-structured interviews with six WP tutors are analysed using a thematic approach.
Ontological Perspective: Inequalities in higher education are viewed as systemic and structural.
Epistemological Perspective: The study adopts an interpretivist stance, focusing on the subjective experiences of WP tutors.

Critical Analysis
Accuracy:
The use of thematic analysis and references to frameworks like Self-Determination Theory ensures methodological rigor. However, the reliance on qualitative data limits generalizability and introduces interpretative biases.

Objectivity:
The study aligns with factual accounts from tutors but lacks corroboration from diverse stakeholder groups. The absence of quantitative data reduces the universality of its conclusions.

Currency:
As a 2024 publication, the research remains relevant to contemporary challenges in widening participation and reflects ongoing debates in higher education. Currency: Published in 2024, the research provides timely insights into current efforts to address inequalities in access to higher education.

Coverage:
The analysis provides detailed insights into the role of WP interventions in building self-belief but excludes critical perspectives from students and institutional leaders, narrowing its scope.

Uniqueness:
The study’s focus on tutor perspectives offers a distinct angle, though a broader inclusion of stakeholders would enhance its impact.

Epistemology, Ontology, and Axiology:
Epistemology: Relies on interpretivist principles, offering rich qualitative insights but lacking in quantitative validation.
Ontology: Situates inequalities within systemic and structural frameworks, grounding its recommendations.
Axiology: Advocates for equity and inclusion but does not fully explore ethical dimensions or intersectional complexities.

Reliability, Validity, and Ethical Considerations:
Reliability is supported by a clear thematic approach, while validity aligns with theoretical frameworks. Ethical considerations include a focus on equity, though the exclusion of diverse participant groups weakens comprehensive representation.

Opportunities for Future Research
Incorporate mixed methods to combine qualitative insights with quantitative data for broader applicability.
Expand the participant pool to include students, institutional leaders, and other stakeholders.
Address intersectionality to explore how overlapping identities influence WP outcomes.
Conduct longitudinal studies to assess the long-term impact of WP interventions on self-belief and confidence.

Conclusion of Strengths, Weaknesses, and Recommendations
The study effectively highlights the role of WP interventions in enhancing self-belief among underrepresented students. Strengths include its thematic rigor and alignment with equity-driven goals. Weaknesses involve limited participant diversity and the absence of quantitative data. Recommendations for future research include adopting mixed methods, addressing intersectionality, and broadening the scope to incorporate perspectives from a wider range of stakeholders. These adjustments would strengthen the study’s applicability and provide a more comprehensive analysis of WP efforts in higher education.

Paper 8
Socio-Economic Status and Subject Choice at Age 14: Influence on University Access and Inequality
Content Summary
The study explores how socio-economic status (SES) and subject choices at age 14 shape access to higher education (HE) and highly selective universities in England.
Authority
Jake Anders and colleagues from the UCL Institute of Education.
Methodology
Quantitative Approach: The study utilizes administrative data (NPD) and longitudinal data (Next Steps), applying multivariate regression models to analyse SES and subject choices.
Ontological Perspective: Assumes educational inequalities are objective realities measurable through SES and curriculum decisions.
Epistemological Perspective: Adopts a positivist approach, focusing on data-driven evidence to evaluate systemic patterns.

Critical Analysis
Accuracy:
The study’s use of large datasets such as NPD and Next Steps ensures reliable and comprehensive coverage. Statistically rigorous methods, including multilevel regression models, support its findings.

Objectivity:
Grounded in factual data, the research advocates equity-focused policies. While normative elements are present, it avoids undue bias by basing conclusions on evidence.

Currency:
Published in November 2017, the research addresses persistent gaps in HE access linked to SES and curriculum decisions during compulsory education.

Coverage:
The analysis provides extensive insights into the effects of SES on subject choice and university access. However, the exclusion of qualitative perspectives limits its exploration of students’ lived experiences.

Uniqueness:
The study introduces a novel metric of curriculum selectivity for 14-16-year-olds and its implications for HE access, offering new dimensions to the analysis of SES disparities.

Epistemology, Ontology, and Axiology:
Epistemology: A positivist framework prioritises measurable inequalities.
Ontology: Centres on systemic and structural barriers as objective realities.
Axiology: Focuses on equity, recommending policy reforms to address socio-economic disparities.

Reliability, Validity, and Ethical Considerations:
Reliability is ensured through the use of comprehensive datasets and robust statistical methods.
Validity is supported by controlling for prior attainment and school characteristics, though unmeasured variables like aspirations limit internal validity.
Ethical standards are maintained through anonymized data and equity-focused research aims, though explicit discussion of safeguards could be expanded.

Opportunities for Future Research
Incorporate intersectional analyses of ethnicity, gender, and socio-economic status for a broader perspective.
Use longitudinal designs to examine the long-term impacts of subject choices on HE access.
Integrate qualitative methods to explore the lived experiences of disadvantaged students.
Expand the study’s scope to international contexts for comparative insights.

Conclusion of Strengths, Weaknesses, and Recommendations
This study provides a detailed examination of SES disparities in subject choice and HE access. Strengths include the use of extensive datasets and rigorous quantitative methods. Weaknesses involve the lack of qualitative insights and limited intersectional analysis. Recommendations for future research include adopting mixed methods, addressing intersectionality, and exploring the broader implications of curriculum selectivity on educational inequality. These enhancements would provide a more comprehensive understanding of SES-driven disparities in HE access.

Paper 9
Determinants of University Dropout: A Review of the Socio-Economic Literature

Content Summary
This paper examines socio-economic factors influencing university dropout rates. By integrating economic and sociological perspectives, it investigates individual, institutional, and relational determinants of retention, offering insights relevant to policy development.

Authority
Carmen Aina and colleagues, affiliated with respected academic institutions in economics and social policy.
Credibility: The authors’ expertise and institutional affiliations enhance the reliability of their analysis.

Methodology
Qualitative Review: The study synthesizes empirical evidence from economics and sociology, employing a unified theoretical framework that merges human capital models with sociological insights.
Ontological Perspective: Treats dropout as a dynamic phenomenon influenced by individual and systemic factors.
Epistemological Perspective: Adopts a positivist approach, relying on quantifiable data to analyse relationships between dropout determinants and outcomes.

Critical Assessment
Accuracy:
The review uses reliable datasets (e.g., OECD and national surveys) and integrates decades of research. While comprehensive, the reliance on secondary data may limit contextual specificity.
Objectivity:
Combining empirical data with theoretical insights, the study critiques existing models effectively. However, its emphasis on quantitative studies may overlook the nuances of subjective experiences.
Currency:
As a 2022 publication, the paper remains relevant, though the limited availability of longitudinal studies reduces its capacity to validate emerging trends over time.
Currency: Published in 2022, the study incorporates recent data and theories, maintaining relevance in contemporary discussions about educational outcomes.
Coverage:
The research addresses dropout determinants across individual, institutional, and societal levels. However, its global scope limits the depth of regional and contextual analyses.
Uniqueness:
By integrating economic and sociological perspectives, the study offers a comprehensive approach to understanding dropout. Expanding on qualitative and regional analyses would enhance its practical application.

Epistemology, Ontology, and Axiology:
Epistemology: Emphasizes measurable data, facilitating evidence-based policy recommendations.
Ontology: Frames dropout as a multivariate issue shaped by systemic and individual influences.
Axiology: Promotes equity by addressing systemic inequities and recommending policy interventions.

Reliability, Validity, and Ethical Considerations:
Reliability is supported through the integration of robust datasets and established theories. Validity could improve with the inclusion of qualitative methods to capture diverse perspectives. Ethical considerations focus on equity, though a more explicit discussion of ethical practices would strengthen transparency.

Future Research
Incorporate qualitative methods to explore subjective experiences and intersectional factors such as race and gender.
Utilise mixed-methods approaches to combine quantitative and qualitative insights for a more comprehensive analysis.
Conduct longitudinal studies to validate emerging trends and assess the long-term impacts of dropout determinants.
Focus on regional and contextual analyses to better tailor policy recommendations to specific settings.
Conclusion 
This study effectively analyses socio-economic influences on university dropout, integrating economic and sociological frameworks. Its strengths include a robust theoretical foundation and reliable datasets. Weaknesses involve limited qualitative exploration and insufficient regional depth. Recommendations for future research involve adopting mixed methods, incorporating longitudinal designs, and addressing intersectional factors to enhance the depth and applicability of findings. These steps would better inform policies aimed at reducing dropout rates and addressing systemic inequities in higher education.

Paper 10
Socioeconomic Status and Student Learning: Insights from an Umbrella Review
Content Summary
This study examines the relationship between socioeconomic status (SES) and student learning outcomes. It explores how SES influences learning, identifies mediators and moderators of this relationship, and evaluates SES's conceptualization and measurement.
Authority
Author: Cheng Yong Tan, affiliated with the Faculty of Education at The University of Hong Kong.
Credibility: The author’s expertise and academic affiliation reinforce the study’s reliability in educational research.

Methodology
Mixed-Methods Umbrella Review: The study synthesizes qualitative, quantitative, and systematic reviews to evaluate the impact of SES on learning.
Ontological Perspective: Treats SES and its effects on learning as dynamic and shaped by systemic, individual, and familial interactions
Epistemological Perspective: Post-positivist, integrating measurable and subjective dimensions of SES and emphasizing ecological and relational factors
Critical Assessment
Accuracy:
Grounded in rigorous data analysis, the study employs thematic and meta-analytical approaches to ensure reliability. Limitations arise from the reliance on secondary data, which may not fully account for cultural biases in SES measures.

Objectivity:
Equity-driven, the research challenges deficit-based narratives and advocates systemic reforms to enhance access and outcomes for students from low-SES backgrounds.
Currency:
Published in 2024, the study’s findings remain highly relevant, offering global implications for addressing SES-related disparities in education.
Currency: Published in 2024, the research synthesizes findings from 48 reviews, addressing contemporary educational challenges.
Coverage:
Comprehensive in scope, the study examines SES through conceptual, relational, and ecological lenses. However, it identifies gaps such as insufficient exploration of intersectionality and cultural specificity.
Uniqueness:
The research expands the conceptualisation of SES to include both objective and subjective measures, emphasising ecological models as explanatory frameworks for SES impacts.

Epistemology, Ontology, and Axiology:
Epistemology: Post-positivist, synthesising diverse evidence to provide comprehensive insights while recognising inherent biases.
Ontology: Views SES as a dynamic construct influenced by systemic and contextual factors.
Axiology: Advocates equity and systemic reforms, aligning findings with social justice principles.

Reliability, Validity, and Ethical Considerations:
Reliability is ensured through methodological rigour and the use of multiple reviews. 
Validity could improve with primary data collection and culturally sensitive measures. 
Ethical considerations include promoting equity, though future work should address participant diversity more explicitly.

Opportunities for Future Research
Conduct longitudinal studies to examine SES impacts over time.
Explore intersectionality to understand how SES interacts with factors like ethnicity and gender.
Develop culturally inclusive measures of SES to mitigate systemic biases.
Investigate region-specific and institutional influences on SES-related educational outcomes.
Conclusion 
This study provides a detailed synthesis of SES impacts on student learning, combining methodological rigor with actionable policy recommendations. Strengths include its comprehensive review and emphasis on ecological models. Weaknesses involve the reliance on secondary data and insufficient focus on intersectionality. Future research should adopt longitudinal approaches, enhance cultural inclusivity in SES measures, and address intersectional dynamics to build on the study’s contributions and inform more effective educational policies.

Thematic Analysis of Research
[bookmark: _Hlk187933066]Access to Higher Education for low-SES Students.
The link between SES and access to higher education is well-established. Britton et al. emphasise disparities in access to elite institutions, showing that students from lower-income families are less likely to gain admission to prestigious universities such as those in the Russell Group. The reliance on economic metrics in their study offers clear quantitative insights but neglects qualitative dimensions, such as personal barriers faced by these students. Mateos-González and Wakeling extend this analysis to postgraduate education, illustrating how SES influences enrolment in advanced degree programs. Their findings underscore the systemic nature of inequality but do not explore the intersection of SES with other identity factors, such as race or gender.
Reay critiques the meritocratic framing of higher education, arguing that systemic barriers often negate the potential benefits of access for working-class students. Using qualitative methods, Reay’s work offers valuable narratives that challenge the positivist assumptions of studies like Britton et al. While both approaches identify barriers, they differ in their focus: Reay critiques systemic structures, whereas Britton et al. highlight economic returns as a rationale for improving access.
Cultural Integration of low-SES Students in Higher Education
Once admitted, students from low-SES backgrounds often face challenges in integrating into the social and cultural fabric of higher education institutions. Ahn and Davis use surveys to examine students’ sense of belonging, finding that engagement in academic and social activities can mitigate feelings of alienation. Their focus on measurable constructs provides actionable insights but simplifies the complexities of cultural disconnection.
Reay, drawing on qualitative interviews, highlights the isolation experienced by working-class students in elite institutions. These students often encounter environments dominated by middle- and upper-class norms, leading to feelings of inadequacy and exclusion. Cunningham and Samson similarly explore the role of cultural capital, demonstrating how its absence can hinder integration. While Ahn and Davis suggest institutional interventions to foster belonging, Reay and Cunningham argue that structural inequities require more systemic changes.
Economic Factors and Financial Barriers with Respect to low-SES Students and Higher Education
Financial challenges persist in preventing low-SES students from accessing and succeeding in higher education. Bakour examines the effectiveness of financial aid and interventions designed to boost confidence, suggesting that targeted support can alleviate some barriers. However, this perspective is challenged by Aina et al., who emphasize the overarching role of economic constraints in dropout rates. Their quantitative analysis shows that financial aid alone is insufficient without addressing broader systemic issues.
Britton et al. highlight the long-term economic returns of higher education but note that low-SES students are often underrepresented in high-paying fields. This creates a cyclical pattern where financial barriers limit access to lucrative opportunities, perpetuating income inequality. The emphasis on economic outcomes in these studies contrasts with the equity-focused perspectives of researchers like Reay and Bakour, who advocate for addressing structural barriers rather than merely improving financial metrics.
Higher Education Policy and Institutional Interventions for low-SES individuals in Higher Education
Widening participation initiatives have been central to addressing SES disparities in higher education, but their effectiveness remains contested. Bakour identifies specific programs, such as mentoring and financial support, that have demonstrated success in improving access for low-SES students. Tan, synthesizing findings from multiple studies, calls for comprehensive policies that address both individual and systemic barriers. While these approaches highlight potential solutions, Reay critiques the broader policy framework, arguing that many interventions fail to tackle the root causes of inequality.
Cunningham and Samson provide a theoretical critique of neoliberal meritocracy, highlighting how current policies often reinforce existing class divisions rather than dismantling them. Their analysis challenges the optimism of studies like Bakour’s, suggesting that meaningful change requires a fundamental rethinking of institutional priorities and practices.
Academic Preparedness and Retention with Respect of low-SES Students in Higher Education
Academic preparedness is closely linked to SES, influencing both access and retention in higher education. Anders et al. explore the impact of early academic tracking, showing that subject choices made at age 14 significantly affect university eligibility. Their longitudinal analysis provides robust evidence of the systemic nature of these disparities but does not account for unobservable factors, such as family support or individual motivation.
Ahn and Davis focus on retention, emphasizing the role of engagement in reducing dropout rates. Their findings suggest that fostering a sense of belonging can help mitigate the disadvantages faced by low-SES students. However, this perspective contrasts with Aina et al., who argue that financial and institutional factors play a more significant role in retention. These differing conclusions highlight the multifaceted nature of retention challenges and the need for integrated solutions.
Post-Graduation Opportunities for low-SES in Higher Education
SES continues to influence outcomes beyond higher education, affecting access to postgraduate study and employment opportunities. Mateos-González and Wakeling demonstrate that students from higher-income families are more likely to pursue advanced degrees, securing advantages in competitive job markets. Britton et al. extend this analysis to employment outcomes, showing that low-SES graduates often face lower salaries and limited career progression, even with comparable qualifications.
Reay critiques this focus on economic outcomes, arguing that the structural barriers faced by low-SES students limit the transformative potential of higher education. This perspective challenges the findings of Britton et al., suggesting that addressing inequities requires more than improving financial metrics. Instead, systemic changes are needed to create equitable opportunities for all students, regardless of their socioeconomic background.
Intersectionality and  low SES individuals in Higher Education
The intersection of SES with other identity factors, such as race, gender, and geographic location, adds another layer of complexity to higher education disparities. Reay explores how compounded disadvantages affect minority students from low-SES backgrounds, emphasizing the importance of considering these intersecting identities in research and policy. Tan similarly advocates for intersectional approaches, highlighting the need for targeted interventions that address multiple dimensions of disadvantage.
Ahn and Davis, focusing solely on SES, provide a more limited perspective that overlooks the broader context of intersectionality. This gap underscores the importance of integrating diverse perspectives to fully capture the experiences of marginalized students.
The reviewed studies offer valuable insights into the relationship between SES and higher education, highlighting both progress and persistent challenges. Quantitative research provides important data on trends and outcomes, while qualitative studies enrich these findings with narratives of lived experience. However, the divide between positivist and constructivist approaches reflects broader debates about how best to address SES disparities. Contradictions in findings, such as the effectiveness of interventions or the role of systemic barriers, underscore the need for further research that bridges these methodological and theoretical divides. Addressing SES disparities in higher education requires a multifaceted approach that combines targeted support with systemic reform, ensuring that all students have the opportunity to succeed

Analysis of Research Approaches – Recommendations
Consideration should be given to:
Mixed-Methods Approaches:
Combining large-scale datasets with interviews or focus groups can bridge the gap between systemic trends and personal narratives. For example, studies like Britton et al. could enhance their insights by incorporating qualitative interviews to explore how low-SES students experience mobility barriers.
Intersectionality:
Expanding research to include intersecting factors like race, gender, and geographic location will provide a more comprehensive understanding of systemic barriers.
Longitudinal Studies:
Exploring the long-term impact of interventions and systemic barriers can deepen understanding and inform policies.
Ethical Considerations:
Greater attention to ethical implications, such as cultural inclusion and the psychological effects of exclusion, can ensure findings are relevant and actionable.

Conclusion
The review identifies the significant impact of socioeconomic status (SES) on higher education, shaping access, integration, retention, and post-graduation outcomes. Quantitative research highlights systemic trends, such as disparities in access to elite institutions and the long-term economic returns of higher education (Britton et al., 2021; Mateos-González & Wakeling, 2021). Qualitative studies provide narratives that uncover lived experiences, showcasing cultural isolation and systemic barriers faced by low-SES students (Reay, 2021; Cunningham & Samson, 2021). While interventions like financial aid and mentoring programs show promise (Bakour, 2024), they are often insufficient without addressing broader systemic inequities (Aina et al., 2022; Tan, 2024). The interplay of policy frameworks and institutional practices frequently reinforces class-based divisions rather than mitigating them (Cunningham & Samson, 2021).

Identified Gaps
Research lacks consensus on the effectiveness of interventions, with discrepancies between studies focusing on immediate support and those advocating systemic reforms (Ahn & Davis, 2023; Reay, 2021). Intersectionality is insufficiently explored, particularly regarding compounded disadvantages related to race, gender, and geographic location (Tan, 2024; Reay, 2021). Methodological divides, quantitative versus qualitative approaches, further complicate efforts to develop cohesive strategies for addressing SES disparities (Britton et al., 2021; Bakour, 2024).

Implications for the Field
Findings highlight the necessity of embedding equity-focused frameworks within higher education policy and practice. Quantitative insights provide essential data for large-scale interventions (Mateos-González & Wakeling, 2021), while qualitative research underscores the need for policies that reflect the diverse realities of low-SES students (Reay, 2021; Cunningham & Samson, 2021). Bridging these methodologies could enhance both theoretical advancements and practical applications, ensuring interventions address individual and structural dimensions (Tan, 2024; Ahn & Davis, 2023).

Future Directions
Future research should adopt mixed-method approaches, combining large-scale datasets with qualitative narratives to provide a more comprehensive understanding (Britton et al., 2021; Reay, 2021). Longitudinal studies are needed to assess the sustained impact of interventions over time (Aina et al., 2022; Tan, 2024). Intersectional analyses should be prioritized to better capture the nuanced experiences of students navigating multiple dimensions of disadvantage (Reay, 2021; Tan, 2024). Incorporating culturally inclusive metrics and participatory research methods can strengthen equity-focused efforts (Bakour, 2024; Cunningham & Samson, 2021).

Conclusion. 
Understanding the multifaceted impact of SES on higher education is critical for fostering equitable access and outcomes. While substantial progress has been made, persistent challenges underscore the importance of continued research and reform. Advancing equity in education demands sustained commitment to systemic change and individual support, ensuring opportunities for all students to thrive (Reay, 2021; Tan, 2024).
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