Background
The notion of ‘widening participation’ in UK higher education policy is aimed at increasing access to university education for underrepresented and disadvantaged groups (Whitty, Hayton and Tang, 2015; Harman, 2017). This approach to policy has been a foundation of educational change, which is intending to further a more inclusive and diverse academic environment, particularly for those students originating from underprivileged and challenging social-economic circumstances. The historical context of this policy is embedded in the notion that higher education can be an influential instrument of social mobility, since specific demographics have been disproportionately omitted from this opportunity (Kromydas, 2017).
The UK government, along with higher education institutions, have mostly worked to remove obstacles to university access, such as socioeconomic circumstances, ethnicity, and educational difficulties. The widening participation agenda has progressed over the years, with the formation of the Office for Fair Access and the Higher Education Funding Council for England, before consolidating into the UK Research and Innovation and Office for Students (OfS) in 2018, endorsing funding programmes to back this cause (Gallardo, 2016; OfS 2019).
Given the amount of investment into widening participation, measuring and understanding success is necessary for several reasons. Firstly, it lets policymakers and educators grasp the effectiveness of the approaches and strategies deployed in this area. With no measurement, it is difficult to gauge progress or classify areas that demand additional focus and improvement. Secondly, success metrics deliver accountability, guaranteeing that resources apportioned to widening participation are used efficiently and lead to demonstrable outcomes which can support progress in this area (Pickering, 2021). Thirdly, by appraising the impact of these policies, universities can enhance their approaches, adapting interventions to the needs of their student and local populations (Millward, 2023).
The metrics utilised to measure success in widening participation often incorporate the number of students from underrepresented backgrounds applying to and enrolling in higher education, their retention rates, and academic achievements (Harrison and Waller, 2017). Nevertheless, this range of measurement has expanded to contemplate longer-term outcomes, such as graduate employability and progression to postgraduate study. This wider perspective recognises that admission to university is just the first step in a journey of educational and professional development (Cheng et al., 2022).
The significance of measuring success in widening participation should not be exaggerated. It not only supports the attempts made but further emphasises the transformative ability of higher education in changing life trajectories (Simpson and Hope, 2024). As the UK grapples with the complexities of educational inequality, the purpose of measurement in driving the widening participation agenda forward continues to be necessary. It is through this rigorous method of appraisal and contemplation that universities can persist in breaking down barriers and construct an increasingly equitable environment for all learners. 
The backdrop of UK higher education policy associated to widening participation is profoundly connected with the nation's obligation to social equity and is underwritten in the idea as education being a mechanism for change. The measurement of success is not simply a bureaucratic undertaking but a structural aspect of policy development and implementation. It guarantees that the principled ambition of widening participation converts into real-world impact, permitting a varied range of students to achieve their academic and professional capability within the UK and beyond.
Specific strategies for widening participation in UK universities incorporate a breadth of proposals aimed at tackling inequalities in higher education entry and attainment. These strategies are multifaceted, indicating the complex characteristics of barriers faced by understated groups. Clements, Davies and Mountford-Zimdars (2021) recognise one significant approach is the growth in outreach programmes, which involve universities connecting with schools and communities to raise aspirations and offer information about higher education opportunities. Outreach activities can present in many ways, such as campus visits, workshops, mentorship schemes, and enhanced induction programmes, all constructed to demystify university life and study. Another approach is the provision of financial support, which aims to lessen the economic barriers that may discourage prospective students from lower-income backgrounds engaging. Universities can also use circumstantial admissions policies and procedures, where a student's background and circumstances are considered during the application process. This can mean amending entry requirements for students who have faced substantial educational or personal challenges. 
Support does not end at admission; retention and success are significant elements of widening participation and the developing an effective student journey. Universities can provide a selection of support services, such as academic tutoring, mental health counselling, wellbeing support and career and employment advice, adapted to the needs of students from diverse backgrounds (Dost and Mazzoli Smith, 2023). Moreover, there is an emphasis on the progression of students into employment or further study, with programmes to improve employability and support networking prospects. As noted by Hayton and Bengry-Howell (2017), the application of data and evidence to inform practice in this area is a further strategic consideration, safeguarding that interventions are effectively measured, and resources are directed to where they can have the most notable impact. Collective efforts between higher education institutions and diverse stakeholders, such as local authorities and third-sector organisations, are also important in establishing a consistent and reassuring environment for students. Moreover, universities are encouraged to promote equality and diversity within their institutional culture, which incorporates training staff on inclusivity and unconscious bias, as well as encouraging a curriculum that reflects a diverse array of perspectives (Jongbloed, Enders and Salerno, 2008; Hubble, S. and Connell-Smith, 2018; Chima and Onyebuchi, 2024).
These strategies are not static; they alter in response to continuing research, the varying requirements of society and governmental ambition. Universities are progressively implementing a complete student lifecycle approach, acknowledging that widening participation is a constant process that reaches beyond initial access concerns to incorporate a full student experience. 
Approaches to widening participation strategies in the UK need to be far-reaching, clearly defined yet dynamic, adopting a multi-stage approach to understanding the student journey from pre-entry to success. Understanding the full meaning of what success looks like for widening participation students is key to defining how institutions can adapt and support this growing student population. 
Method
In our study, we applied the tradition of qualitative research (Tomaszewski, Zarestky and Gonzalez, 2020; Given, 2021; Cropley, 2023) to understand what academic success means to our wider participation students at UWTSD Birmingham Campus. We conducted nine semi-structured interviews with participants who met our eligibility criteria being: students who have completed at least two terms, maintained a minimum attendance rate of 70%, and passed all their modules. This selection process ensured that the participants had sufficient experience and engagement with the campus milieu and academic prerequisites. 
The qualitative interviews were undertaken to extract rich, detailed information from the participants, letting them express their thoughts and feelings in their own words. Each interview was recorded with the consent of the participants, ensuring accurate capture of the students' responses for subsequent analysis. 
The subsequent data collection, we undertook a thematic analysis approach to the interview transcripts. This included a rigorous process of coding the data to identify patterns and themes that emerged from the participants' narratives (Saunders et al., 2023). Our analysis was iterative, moving between the dataset and the developing themes to guarantee a comprehensive understanding of the data. 
Drawing on Clarke and Braun (2016) approach to thematic analysis, this methodology delivered a robust framework for exploring the complexities of widening participation student experiences in higher education. The approach to thematic analysis allowed us to draw meaningful insights into the students' academic journeys, underlining the factors that contribute to their success and recognising the challenges they face. The findings from this study are expected to inform strategies for enhancing student support and engagement at UWTSD Birmingham Campus and beyond.
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