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Abstract 
Widening participation (WP) n Higher Education (HE) has been studied through the lens of different perspectives. This may be linked to existence of various definitions and study types. However, less is known of target learner’s perspective who are the centre of policy and practices in WP in HE. The study  aim to explore from the extant literature, various definitions and perspectives on WP in HE and to ascertain from the literature if the perspective of learners from under-represented group are well understood and incorporated in policy and practice. Through semi-systematic literature review which include review of grey literature previously studied various perspectives emerged. The deployed methodology revealed that less of target learners’ perspectives have been captured in the policy and practices in WP in HE. The findings of the study show that while massive implementation of WP practices increases the opportunities to study for wider social groups; however, it is creating employability challenges for WP students.
WP learners’ perspective has not been adequately captured in the policy and practices of WP in HE. This study argue that learners’ experience matters and should be incorporated into policy and practice(s). The understanding and inclusion of perspective of under-represented learners in the policy formation and implementation can be a game changer. This study lays the foundation for further empirical research into broadening the knowledge on learners’ perspective in WP in HE. Future empirical research can explore ways and how learners’ perspective can be incorporated into WP in HE policy and practice. Such Empirical research can result in a more universal definition WP. Furthermore, future research can examine the distinctive perspective (or otherwise) of generation Z in terms of their peculiarities and readiness to embrace WP in HE and its implications to policy and practice.
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Introduction
The concept of widening participation (WP) or (access to university course/education) in Higher Education (HE) has long been championed in the twentieth century precisely over six (6) decades ago. For instance, according to Robbins, (1963, p. 8):
“Courses of higher education (HE) should be available for all those who are qualified by ability and attainment to pursue them and who wish to do so”.
Likewise, WP is believed to function by means of a “deficit model” which categorise target learners (from less privileged backgrounds) as ‘lacking’. This may be due to the perception that students from these backgrounds are likely to face the challenge of identity, cultural groups that are unfamiliar to these students (Wilkins, and Burke, 2015).
Fast forward to the twenty-first century, the concept and practice of WP has now become a reality in many Western countries particularly in the UK, European countries and United States of America (Case, 2024; Kaye, 2021; Banerjee, 2018).
Central to the system and practice of widening participation (WP) in Higher Education (HE) is the students (The White Paper, 2011; Banerjee, 2018). There have been several perspectives that aims at focussing on students in the context of WP. Some of these are increasing access to HE, making information available to would- be learners through campaigns and partnerships with relevant stakeholders. While some milestones have been achieved to get students from disadvantaged backgrounds in HE; there are avenues for further improvements. For instance, Banerjee, (2018) argue that students from these categories need further support which should include support during university admission, course progression and to completion of their studies both at undergraduate and postgraduate levels. Similarly, O'Toole, et al, (2024) argue that there is need to broaden stakeholders’ understanding of the lived experience of students in WP in HE.

The call for further understanding of target students for WP in HE may not be unconnected to the limited achievement recorded since the inception of WP in HE (O'Toole, et al, 2024; Budd, 2017). Similarly, another argument is that such learner’s perspective has not been adequately captured, and this has resulted in the perceived underperformance of the WP in HE. Some scholars (e.g., Banerjee, 2018; Budd, 2017; Fowle, 2022; Kaye, 2024). For instance, Banerjee (2018) argued that the mandate of economic competitiveness and growth through social mobility is yet to be achieved, and this puts the responsibility on HE institutions to do more.
Thus, it is evident from extant literature that from WP in HE may not have achieved its objectives robustly. This may be due to the realisation that targeted learners’ perspectives in WP have not been captured holistically in WP in HE policy and practices. Several perspectives have resulted in diverse definition with no single or universal definition on this subject.
The study of WP in HE has linkage in Education pathway (e.g., doctoral of Education EdD) and professional or business education pathway (e.g., doctoral business of administration, DBA). It is construed that this research fits well as a study to be undertaken under doctoral business of administration (DBA) than doctoral of Education EdD due to its broader implications and appendages with business administration, policy practices and impact on the society. Thus, with this in mind, this research is beyond the scope of Higher Education (HE) to involving the business and management justification of policy and practices which fit well as a study under DBA. Furthermore, Business Management research, is construed as an interdisciplinary field, characterised by continuous change in information, praxis and theories (Kraus, et al, 2024). Taking a business management approach, helps to capture the interdisciplinary nature of WP in HE.




[bookmark: _Toc185258449]Aims and Objectives of Study
This study aims to:
I. Explore from the extant literature, various definitions and perspectives on WP in HE; 
II. Ascertain from the literature if the perspective of learners from under-represented group are well understood and incorporated in policy and practice.
The objective of this research:
Is to understand from the literature the extent to which learners’ perspective (target/under-represented group) have been incorporated in WP in HE policy and practice.
[bookmark: _Toc185258450]Research Questions
Based on the fore going, this research aims to answer from the literature the following research questions (RQs):
[bookmark: _Toc185258451]RQ 1:
Does the present WP in HE policy and practice holistically understand and capture the needs and perspective of learners from under-represented groups?
[bookmark: _Toc185258452]RQ 2:
How can the incorporation of learners’ perspective be a game changer in improving policy and practices in WP in HE?
[bookmark: _Toc185258453]Defining Widening Participation
Several and distinct definitions of WP have been put forward in the literature. Is refers to as universities’ effort in encouraging inclusion and student diversity of learners (Ellis and Johnston, 2024).
While higher education (HE) is said to have transformative potential for all and sundries in the loal communities and the society at large. 
The level at which HE succeeds depends on many factors. At a minimum, an individual from diverse background must take action to apply and parcipate in HE first, if they will experience the life transformation it brings. According to Owen et al (2013), stated that any definition must agree with the Council of Europe project group this includes both quality and equality, which lies in the context of three inter-related components: 
· Increased participation in higher education of good quality, 
· the participation sould be broadened to include currently under-represented groups, 
· a recognition that participation extends beyond entry to successful completion.
· Access to HE or widening participation include the following categories
· Working-class learners (Owen et al, 2013)
· Care experienced learners (these are children raised and from foster homes)
However, despite these assertions there are differences in area of policies (which are often implicit), assumptions in the universal meaning and understanding of WP. The meaning could be contextual and linked to wide range of competing perspectives and values including interconnected policies across the public space (Burke, 2020; Case, 2024).
This makes WP a contestable concept as there are various perspectives anchoring policy and practice (Case, 2024).
	Author(s)
	Definition
	Key Focus

	(Schwartz report, 2004)
	Widening participation means helping more people from under-represented groups, especially those from low socio- economic groups, to take part in higher education. 
	Low socio- economic groups

	Budd (2017)
	“The activity of ‘widening participation’ – or WP – refers to strategies that seek to improve the access to, and participation of, a wider range of students at university, specifically those from disadvantaged backgrounds”
	Disadvantaged backgrounds

	
	
	

	Gorard et al (2019) 
	Widening participation could involve consideration on individual characteristics:
 (such as student with a disability, has a potentially disadvantaged gender status, mature, from a disadvantaged ethnic group, speaks English as a second or additional language, an immigrant a refugee/asylum seeker); 
Individual experiences: (such as a person who has suffered chronic illness, uncoventional qualification route to HE, spent time in care,  health or a young carer themselves, has suffered a recent bereavement or other disruption/adversity, etc)
Family characteristics (such as free school meal (FSM) eligibility/receipt, parent/carer education and qualifications, parent/carer occupation or social class, etc)
	Individual characteristics, 
Individual experiences, and
Family characteristics.



Students in Widening participation drive are not a homogeneous target group. In many instances, they have different identities, with several social attributes and they are from diverse backgrounds. Some of these groups are: 
· Adult learners 
· People from lower socio-economic groups 
· Part-time students 
· Those from ethnic minority groups 
· Work-based and vocational students 
· Learners with disability
· Care leavers
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Holistic Learners’ Perspective in WP in HE




Robust Consultation and Inclusion of 
Different Target groups in WP Drive:
· Adult learners 
· Care leavers 
· Learners from ethnic minority groups 
· Students from lower socio-economic  backgrounds 
· Part-time students 
· Vocational and work-based students 
· Disabled learners
· Others


Summation of views from these target groups would improve WP in Higher Education?


















Figure 1:  Conceptual Framework Holistic Perspective of WP in HE.
[bookmark: _Toc185258455]Various Definitions of WP in HE.
[bookmark: _Toc185258456]Key Issue(s):
· There is no uniform or universal definition to denote the “WP student” across studies. 
· Whilst there is a focus on young people from low socio-economic-status or “non-traditional” (including working-class) and adult learners/students.
· How the concept is operationalised varies according to the individual HE and the recognized indicator (i.e., accepted definition) that guide their understanding of WP students.
[bookmark: _Toc185258457]Key Issue(s) and significance of present study:
· The differences in definitions may be as a result of non or adequate inclusion of learners’ perspectives and their perceived needs (silent but important needs) in all their considerations.
· The consideration of learners’ perspective could help narrow the wide gap in definitions and improve the success rate of WP in HE.
[bookmark: _Toc185258458]Methodology
Literature review as a methodology is suitable for research and building on extant knowledge in the field of business management research. It is particularly relevant considering the fact that knowledge output in this field is becoming increasingly fragmented and interdisciplinary in nature. This makes it challenging to conduct detailed empirical research without firm synthesis of extant knowledge of the concept under consideration (Snyder, 2019). With well synthesised literature, insights into extant findings, perspectives and theoretical development can be obtained so as to address the present research questions. Such literature review is effective to create a solid platform for knowledge advancement in the topic of interest (Snyder, 2019; Webster and Watson, 2002).
Using Snyder’s (2019) work as a guide, an initial assessment of the available literature was conducted. Thereafter, semi-systematic methodology was adopted as the most appropriate for this study. The semi-systematic approach is suitable for themes that have been conceptualized differently, studied by, and across, disciplines, and as such require greater breadth and flexibility than the traditional systematic review procedure offers (Snyder, 2019; Wong, et al., 2013). 
While this approach helps to understand various perspectives of the topic, conducting such research on topic such as WP in HE which have been studied through different perspectives, approaches require research process that is transparent. Snyder, (2019) argued that researcher needs to put in place research through which readers can evaluate the extent to which arguments for academic judgements were construed in a reasonable both from a methodological perspective and consideration of the chosen topic.
Similarly, Hiebl (2021) states that literature reviews should be well-organised, detailed and transparent. This current study aims to present a review of synthesised literature of research on WP in HE. As stated earlier, this is a theme that has been studied in different fields and through different perspectives, hence the relevance of semi-systematic literature review methodology (Hallinger, 2020; Snyder, 2019).  This helps in exploring answers to the main research question - ‘Does the WP in HE adequately captured leaners’ perspective in its policy and practices?  This topic due to its multidisciplinary and research questions also necessitates the exploration of grey literature
[bookmark: _Toc185258459]Grey Literature
Considering that WP is largely a social issue deliberated at both governmental and policy level. This study conducted searches for grey literature, which is defined as ‘‘that which is produced at all levels of government, academics, business and industry in print and electronic formats, but which is not controlled by commercial publishers’’ (O’Toole, et al, 2024; Fourth International Conference on Grey Literature, 1999). 
With this in mind, this study adopts best practice, and hand sourced different studies from Pro Quest, Google Scholar, and educational databases that are most relevant to our review.
Academic articles, textbooks, white papers, PhD theses, and book chapters that were returned from these searches were further trimmed down on the basis that they met secondary parameters: First, they were published at least as recently as 2013 (so as to focus on trends and evolving pattern on WP). However, handful older literature with significant insight were consulted
Furthermore, studies were prioritised if they referred to work carried out in the UK, nonetheless, some research work conducted in other European countries, US, and Australia were included subject to their relevancy to understanding learners’ perspectives. In all, this research enquiry focuses on empirical studies, including quantitative, qualitative and mixed-methods research, along with relevant review articles and dissertation theses regarded as more marginal to the research aim and objectives.
Several hundreds of publications were returned this was narrowed down based on their content particularly as it relates to students’/learners’ perspectives in the context of WP and/or fair access to WP. In sum, a total of twenty - nine (29). 
On the final selection of the publications used in this research, the content of the research papers was summarised and analysed thematically in alignment with the research aims & objectives, research questions. 
Themes were structured to focus on what informed the definition adopted in this research. What perspectives were adopted. The implications of this perspective on policy and practice via-a-vis learners’ perspective.
[bookmark: _Toc185258460]Research Findings
The findings from the synthesised literature reveals some milestones covered so far in areas of perspectives, policies and practices in WP in HE. These are summarised and presented in the table below:
Analysis of key perspectives derived from semi-systematic review of relevant publications:
	Author(s)
	Perspectives
	Key Issue(s) Findings

	Campbell and McKendrick, (2017).
Costa et al. (2020a, 2020b).
	Parental/family perspective
	Family is responsible for promoting educational aspirations and overall student experience in HE.

	Costa et al. (2020a, 2020b).
Friend, (2021); Mayne et al., (2015).
	WP Policy perspective in HE
	The policy did not capture students lack economic, social and cultural capital.

	Wilkins, and Burke, (2015)
	WP Managers and Practitioners’ Perspective. 
	WP managers are seen to be innovative and active with most of their work considered to be historically embedded and socially constructed. This is broader than implementing a stable reform programme. Nonetheless, the study is limited to WP managers’ perspective.

	Alexander et al. (2021); Fowler, et al. (2004).
	Tutors’ Perspective
	Tutors of learners from under-represented background subjectively perceive their schools to be ‘not good enough’ to feed into top HEIs and thus prematurely clipping learners’ ambitions. 

	Budd (2017)
	Job Prospects/Employers’ perspective
	WP is creating an employability competitiveness that WP students are often relatively ill equipped to win.

	This Study
	Under-represented learners’ perspectives
	??????



According to the Higher Education and Research Act 2017 (HM Government, 2017), HE institutions are mandated to submit annual “access and participation plans” to the sector-wide regulator, the Office for Students (OfS).
[bookmark: _Toc185258461]Other Milestones so far….
The experiences of students with a care background have been captured and incorporated as issue on care leavers in policy document. Based on this development, many HEs in the UK are now offering some form of support for these students (Harrison, 2019; Ellis and Johnston 2024).
However, according to Budd (2017), the chances31 of people from disadvantaged backgrounds in relation to university remain bleak or bleaker than for those from the middle classes.
Under-represented learners in HE, are less likely to attend the high-status universities that provide better job prospects. They often find themselves in an uncomfortable category of minority. They are still disadvantaged on the labour market compared to their peers from affluent backgrounds.
The followings are the summary of key findings from the study:
Massive implementation of WP practices increases the opportunities to study for wider social groups; however, it is creating employability challenges for WP students.
WP learners’ perspective has not been adequately captured in the policy and practices of WP in HE. The understanding and inclusion of perspective of under-represented learners in the policy formation and implementation can be a game changer.
Learners’ experience matters and should be incorporated into policy and practice(s). For instance, from the literature (e.g., Budd 2017; Banerjee, 2018) it emerges that: learner experience differs and is anchored on the student’s personality, their background, where they study, and the degree undertaken. These factors should be considered as impacting on WP practices.
Such factors can also be compared to those of ‘traditional’ learners in areas such as comparison of their expectations and experiences via-a-vis how well they do on the degree course and in the industry after graduation.
Promoting and continuous widening access to various courses at the university level need to be supported all through the entire student life cycle (Banerjee, 2018; HEFCE 2017). 
Learners are given contextualised offers through their university admission; however, programme support, retention or success in undergraduate courses and beyond are equally important. Widening participation is one of the strategy areas for 2020. The promise of economic competitiveness and growth through social mobility puts the onus on higher education institutions
Learners from under-represented backgrounds usually need support and more context-sensitive lived experience individuals through various challenges and life experiences they encounter prior to and throughout their entire academic journey.
[bookmark: _Toc185258462]Research Limitations and Future Research
[bookmark: _Hlk185280153]The study focuses on semi-systematic literature review, this was due to the nature of the topic under consideration which necessitates synthesis of relevant literature in a logical and transparent manner. However, this study lays the foundation for further empirical research into broadening the knowledge on learners’ perspective in WP in HE.
Future empirical research can explore ways and how learners’ perspective can be incorporated into WP in HE policy and practice. Such Empirical research can result in a more universal definition WP.
Furthermore, future research can examine the distinctive perspective (or otherwise) of generation Z in terms of their peculiarities and readiness to embrace WP in HE and its implications to policy and practice. 
[bookmark: _Toc185258463]Conclusion
This study embarks on semi-systematic literature review into WP in HE. Different perspectives reveal some parts of policy and practices in WP in HE. However, the study shows learners’ perspective has not been well captured in studies in WP in HE. While, several milestones have been achieved in broadening inclusion of under-represented students in HE through WP. However, there are still grounds to be covered. The inclusion of perspective from of target groups can be a game changer in recording further successes in WP in HE.
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