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Abstract
Widening Participation (WP) refers to policies, practices, and interventions aimed at encouraging students from underrepresented groups to attend university and supporting them once they enrol. Recently, concern has been raised regarding the retention and outcomes of WP students after they enrol in university. Therefore, this study aims to investigate what support is currently available to WP students in Wales, considering both pre-entry and post-enrolment support. The study uses qualitative methods, semi-structured interviews with 11 WP students at a Welsh university, to investigate what provision students currently access, whether this supports retention, progression, and outcomes, and whether it could be improved to better support the WP student experience. Thematic analysis revealed 8 key themes associated with supporting the retention, progression, and outcomes of WP students, across 3 areas: pre-entry, post-entry, and suggestions. Students suggested pre-entry support effectively supported retention and outcomes through building a sense of community and developing familiarity and capital. Students demonstrated limited engagement with post-entry support. Concerns were raised regarding the accessibility and suitability of current provision and students suggested a dedicated WP team and single point of access model to improve provision. Students’ insights and recommendations were used to develop the Widening Participation Student Success Framework.
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1. Introduction
Widening Access (WA) refers to policies and practices aimed at encouraging students from backgrounds currently underrepresented within Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) to attend university (Tonks & Farr, 2003; Burke, 2020; Baines, Gooch, & Ng-Knight, 2024). In the UK underrepresented groups include but are not limited to: students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (Benson-Egglenton, 2022; Tham, Raciti, & Dale, 2023), young carers (Kettell, 2020), care-experienced young people (Harrison, 2020; Burke et al., 2021), students with disabilities (Benson-Egglenton, 2022; Tham et al., 2023; Shaw, 2024), mature students (Tham et al., 2023), asylum seeker and refugee students (Baker, Ramsay, & Lenette, 2019; Moran, 2025), and students from areas with low progression to HEIs (Gorard, 2008; Wales Institute of Social & Economic Research, Data & Methods, 2015; Benson-Egglenton, 2022). Students from these backgrounds are said to experience barriers to accessing higher education (HE), resulting in lower progression (Sartania, Alldridge, & Ray, 2021). Gorard et al. (2007) proposed these barriers encompass individual barriers, such as a lack of awareness of HE, and structural barriers, such as financial difficulties, transport issues, or lack of time due to other responsibilities (Burke, 2019; Sartania et al., 2021).
The origin of WA is commonly attributed to the Robbins Report (1963) which stated access to HE was impacted by social background, excluding talented students (Committee on Higher Education, 1963). However, it was not until the 1990s that WA gained traction with the Further and Higher Education Act 1992 transforming polytechnics into universities, increasing university places, and the Dearing Report (1997) demonstrating that, despite this expansion, class division in participation persisted. The report emphasised the importance of diversifying the student population in promoting social mobility, outlining the WA agenda (Higher Education National Committee of Inquiry, 1997). 
Following the Dearing Report (1997) and supporting statistics from the Department of Education and Skills (2003) which suggested 50% of students from the most socioeconomically advantaged groups attended HEIs, compared with just 18% of those from the most disadvantaged groups, formal WA provision was introduced. This included the implementation of government-funded projects such as Aimhigher in England and Reaching Wider in Wales which work with students from underrepresented groups during primary, secondary, and further education to raise awareness of HE, broaden aspirations, build confidence, and raise achievement (Doyle & Griffin, 2012; Nessom et al., 2024). Furthermore, access agreements were introduced, requiring HEIs charging above minimum tuition to outline how additional income would be allocated to supporting underrepresented students (McCaig & Adnett, 2009; McCaig, 2015; Rainford, 2017; Office for Students, 2021). Whilst it is difficult to establish a causal relationship between WA activities and the presence of underrepresented groups in HE due to methodological constraints such as the impracticality of experimental research design (Gorard & Smith, 2006; Vignoles & Murray, 2016), progress has been made (Bakour, 2024). For example, in the 2021/2022 academic year, 29.2% of 18-year-old free-school-meal students progressed to university, compared to 46.8% of all students, marking the smallest gap to date (Department of Education, 2023). Furthermore, research evaluating WA activities, including systematic reviews, suggests they are effective at raising aspirations, confidence, intention to attend HE, and enrolment (Harrison & Waller, 2018; Baines et al., 2024; Bakour, 2024). 
However, in recent years concern has been raised regarding the experiences of students from WA backgrounds beyond enrolment (Boliver, Gorad, & Siddiqui, 2020). This concern developed from research consistently demonstrating that post-enrolment, students from WA backgrounds were more likely to drop-out of university, graduated with poorer outcomes, and even earned less post-graduation than students from traditional backgrounds with equivalent grades (Budd, 2016; Cameron, Wharton, & Scally, 2018; Boliver et al., 2020; Jones, Taylor, & Johnson, 2025). Pertinently, gaps between WA and non-WA students in terms of attainment and degree completion persist when controlling for prior attainment, challenging deficit-based explanations that attribute underachievement to individual characteristics (Mountford-Zimdars et al., 2015; Crawford et al., 2016).  As a result, discourse has shifted from WA to widening participation (WP), reflecting a sector-wide movement towards a holistic understanding of underrepresented students, encompassing pre-entry attitude, awareness, and intention, and post-enrolment retention, progression, and outcomes (Culpitt & Trinidad, 2017; Green, 2018). This shift has been influential in reshaping strategies to better support students from underrepresented groups post-enrolment (Hazzard & Nwagbara, 2016; Cupitt & Trinidad, 2017).  
To effectively support the retention, progression, and outcomes of students from underrepresented backgrounds, it is essential to understand the barriers they face not only pre-entry but also post-enrolment (Burke, 2020). Research identifies an interplay of academic, cultural, financial, and social challenges impacting these groups (Burke, 2020). Due to contextual offers, which allow students from underrepresented groups to enter HEIs with lower entry requirements, WP students are more likely to enter HE with lower prior attainment and less familiarity with academic conventions, which can impact confidence and performance (Mountford-Zimdars et al., 2015). However, as previously highlighted, attainment gaps persist when prior attainment is accounted for, suggesting that HEIs may not accommodate diverse learning needs as well as prior levels of education (Crawford et al., 2016). This inexperience with academic conventions may also be a cultural factor. For example, Bordieu’s theory of capital emphasises the importance of understanding the cultural environment of an educational institution in ensuring engagement and success (Bourdieu, 1986). This is also reflected in the findings of qualitative studies in which WP students report feelings of alienation and imposter syndrome which can lead them to retreat from the university environment, impacting engagement and retention (Sartania & Ray, 2024; Simpson, 2024). Furthermore, despite financial support from Student Finance Wales or Student Finance England, WP students from low-income backgrounds are more likely to rely on income from part-time work, which can negatively impact well-being and academic attainment (Crockford, Hordosy, & Simms, 2015; Neyt et al., 2019). Whilst these barriers are consistently reported within WP literature, it is important to note that the majority of literature considers WP students as one homogenous group, when in reality WP is an umbrella term encompassing students from various backgrounds (Gorard et al., 2017; Thomson, 2019; Lambrechts, 2020). Therefore, whilst the literature highlights the need for large-scale, structural support, it is also pertinent to highlight the role of intersectionality. Intersectionality refers to the idea that one person may belong to multiple social groups and simultaneously having multiple identities, particularly marginalised ones, can result in cumulative oppression or unique experiences (Crenshaw, 1991; Carastathis, 2014). In relation to WP students, taking an intersectional approach means remembering that each student is an individual with coexisting identities and needs which impact how they experience and interact with support (Webb et al., 2017; Harpur, Szucs, & Willox, 2023). 
This research aims to address the need for institutional support for WP students highlighted above. It aims to do this through qualitatively exploring the experiences of WP students in a Welsh university, considering pre-entry and post-enrolment support they received, and their perceptions of support in terms of whether existing support has contributed to their retention, progression, and outcomes at university and how this could be improved. This research aims to collate and analyse the experiences of WP students whilst also encompassing the wealth of perspectives that WP students from different backgrounds may have. This research aims to expand on existing literature by considering which specific aspects of multicomponent interventions support WP students to remain in HE and achieve positive outcomes. 


















2. Literature Review
2.1. Introduction
WP refers to policies and practices aimed at increasing access to and success within HE for groups who are underrepresented (Thomas, 2020; Welsh Government, 2023). These groups include students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, students living in areas with lower progression to HE, young carers, care-experienced young people, students with disabilities, mature students, and asylum seeker and refugee students (NUS, 2021; Office for Students, 2022; Tham et al., 2023). Therefore, WP students are not a homogenous group, instead representing students from diverse backgrounds facing a plethora of challenges (Burke, 2012; Rey, 2018; Thomson, 2019). Furthermore, many WP students have intersecting identities which may further complicate their experiences (Hoskins & Ilie, 2017; Webb et al., 2017). Due to this, it is crucial that research into supporting the retention, progression, and outcomes of WP students allows participants to discuss their needs in a detailed and nuanced way. 
Whilst WP policy has historically focused on supporting access to HE, recent research has highlighted that applications and enrolments do not guarantee equitable participation and outcomes (Universities UK, 2021; UCAS, 2023; Welsh Government, 2025). For example, WP students are more likely to withdraw, achieve lower grades, and even have poorer employment outcomes than non-WP students with the same degree classification (Budd, 2016; Cameron et al., 2018; Boliver et al., 2020; Jones et al., 2025). Due to this, attention has shifted away from access and towards a holistic view of WP encompassing retention, progression, and outcomes (Thomas, 2020; Welsh Government, 2025). This review will align with this shift in focus, considering UK studies looking at interventions and support available to WP students and whether these are effective interventions or whether they could be improved to better support WP students’ retention, progression, and outcomes. Retention refers to students continued enrolment from first year to graduation (Kerby, 2015; Burke, 2019). Progression refers to students moving through their degree course without resits or suspensions and therefore completing their degree within the expected timeframe (Childs, Finnie, & Martinello, 2017; Marzouk, 2025). Outcomes refers to the degree classification obtained by students and their trajectory after they complete their undergraduate degree, whether that be into employment or post-graduate study (Harackiewicz & Priniski, 2018; Venkatraman, Souza-Daw, & Kaspi, 2018). 
2.2. Scope of Review
This review will consider contemporary research, published from 2015 onwards, to reflect the most recent developments in WP research and the evolving policy landscape. UK studies will be considered as whilst this study focuses specifically on Wales, it is useful to consider the wider UK context for a comprehensive understanding of the support available. In addition to empirical research, this review will also consider theoretical frameworks that can be used to support the understanding of WP students’ experiences and student retention, progression, and outcomes more broadly, including Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986) and Tinto’s theory of student departure (Tinto, 1988). This review aims to critically examine research on institutional support available for WP students both pre-entry and post-enrolment, and evaluate whether this support successfully aids retention, progression, and outcomes.
2.3. Theoretical Framework
Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of cultural and social capital provides a crucial framework for understanding inequity in HE and how WP students may come to drop-out of university. Cultural capital refers to the knowledge and behaviours valued within an institution, such as the language and norms used within the university environment (Bourdieu, 1986). Social capital similarly refers to being in possession of a certain dominance within an environment, but rather than behaviours, social capital refers to one’s links to others and how this may facilitate access to opportunities (Bourdieu, 1986). Together, these forms of capital form one’s habitus, their internalised patterns of thoughts and behaviours that impact how they perceive themselves and the world around them (Bourdieu, 1990). WP students may lack both forms of capital within HEIs, and therefore their habitus may be in conflict with the environment, impacting their sense of belonging as well as their access to opportunities (Hannon, Faas, & O’Sullivan, 2017; Reay, 2021; Negrea & Gartland, 2025). For example, those who are first in their family to attend university may lack familiarity with the HE environment and university processes, lacking cultural capital, and may also be less likely to know people within the environment such as lecturers, support staff, and other students, meaning they also lack social capital (Reay, 2021; Negrea & Gartland, 2025). This may impact their ability to navigate HE, understand systems, and access support, leading to attrition or poorer outcomes (Bourdieu, 1986; Thomas, 2012; Reay, 2018). Pre-entry WP schemes such as Aimhigher and Reaching Wider are based upon the NERUPI Framework which is underpinned by Bourdieu’s theory (Hayton & Bengry-Howell, 2016). Therefore, many pre-entry interventions seek to address this disparity in capital, introducing WP students to the university environment and norms through campus visits and summer schools (Sanderson & Spacey, 2020; Baines et al., 2024; Negrea & Gartland, 2025). Whilst there is evidence to suggest that these interventions are effective in increasing students’ intention to attend HE, there is little evidence to demonstrate whether there is an impact on retention and outcomes (Baines et al., 2024). Furthermore, critics suggest developing interventions based on the assumption of a deficit of capital within the WP community fails to recognise the benefits of the culture and connections possessed by these students (Fox, 2016; Campbell and McKendrick, 2019; Sanderson & Spacey, 2020).  
Bandura’s (1997) theory of self-efficacy is also considered in WP literature. This theory suggests that students’ belief in their ability to succeed is integral to success. Whilst this theory is commonly criticised as its individualisation of issues can prevent structural barriers being addressed (Biglan, 1987; Usher & Pajares, 2008; Burke et al., 2009), it could be a helpful lens when viewed in conjunction with Bourdieu’s (1986) ideas of capital. For example, as well as causing tangible issues such as being unable to navigate procedures and support systems, a lack of cultural and social capital can also lead to WP students feeling alienated in the university environment (Sartania, 2023). This lack of belonging has been shown to contribute negatively to retention and outcomes (Russell & Jarvis, 2019; Murphy et al., 2020; Pedler, Willis, & Nieuwoudt, 2021) which could be, in part, due to students feeling as though they don’t belong and therefore cannot achieve in the HE environment, demonstrating the potential impact of lacking self-efficacy on motivation, retention, and outcomes. 
A final theory which is crucial for understanding WP students’ experiences and how best to support them is Tinto’s (1988) theory of student departure. Tinto’s theory suggests that academic and social belonging are both integral to students’ success. This theory is well-supported by research demonstrating that social integration benefits the retention and success of all students (Wolf et al., 2017; Rasco, Day, & Denton, 2020). However, the theory is criticised for putting the burden of adaptation on students rather than on institutions (Yao, 2015; Holden, 2018)
Thomas (2020) however built on this theory and adapted it to demonstrate how HEIs can change to better support WP students, rather than WP students changing to better fit HEIs. Thomas proposes that in order to support WP students there must be both vertical and horizontal alignment of support services. Vertical alignment refers to support being available at all points of the HE journey, including pre-entry and post-graduation. Horizontal alignment refers to collaboration between departments to ensure WP students are supported in all areas. Together, these form a ‘whole institution approach’ where supporting the success of WP students takes a continuous, wide-reaching approach backed by genuine commitment from HEIs. Thomas’ (2020) framework is reflected in recent changes to Welsh HE policy where the introduction of Medr, a third-party, arms-length government body responsible for supporting the tertiary education sector, has ensured Reaching Wider and Welsh HEIs will work collaboratively to support WP students throughout their educational journeys (Medr, 2025; Webster-Deakin, 2026).  Medr will have responsibility for monitoring Welsh HEIs to ensure WP students are supported by HEIs to access and fully participate in university life (Welsh Government, 2024; Medr, 2025; Webster-Deakin, 2026). 
This review will consider these theories when evaluating existing literature on interventions supporting the retention, progression, and outcomes of WP students. 
2.4. Policy Landscape
As aforementioned, structural WP support is ensured through regulatory frameworks which HEIs must follow and adherence to these frameworks is ensured by monitoring bodies (McCaig, 2015; Rainford, 2017). On a global scale, the importance of WP is highlighted by the United Nations Sustainable Goals with Goal 4 which focuses on providing inclusive and equitable educational opportunities (UN, 2023). In England, the Office for Students (OfS) requires that universities produce an ‘Access and Participation Plan’ outlining how the institution aims to improve access, progression, and outcomes of WP students (McCaig, 2015; Rainford, 2017; OfS, 2019). This provision also exists in Wales with the Higher Education (Wales) Act 2015 and the Tertiary Education and Research (Wales) Act 2022 placing duties on HEIs to outline how they use additional income from tuition fees to support students from underrepresented backgrounds. In Wales this has been further corroborated with the recent introduction of Medr, a new ‘arms-length’ body replacing the Higher Education Funding Council for Wales. Medr is responsible for ensuring WP across all post-16 education (Medr, 2025). Medr funds and monitors Welsh WP activities such as the Reaching Wider programme, which aims to raise awareness of HE, improve attitudes towards HE, and increase attainment among WP groups, improving access to HE (Medr, 2025).
The regulatory frameworks put in place by Welsh government outline that HEIs must provide appropriate support for WP students (McCaig, 2015; Rainford, 2017). However, despite this, current reviews of policy implementation across the UK raise concerns regarding discrepancies in how this support is delivered, suggesting universities may be using access agreements as a way to increase their student numbers and make profit rather than genuinely targeting groups most in need of support (Bowl and Hughes, 2016; Wardrop et al., 2016; Evans et al., 2019; Thomson, 2019; McKenzie, 2022). These criticisms are supported by recent figures which suggest that despite increased focus on WP in UK policy, Wales has experienced a decline in university applications of disadvantaged students, with enrolment from students in the lowest two quintiles of the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation (WIMD) decreasing between 2020 and 2025 (HESA, 2026). This is likely in part due to the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, as disadvantaged students experienced a greater negative impact of the change to virtual learning due to inequitable access to digital equipment and quiet spaces in homes (Raven, 2021; Mapletoft et al., 2022; Tham, Raciti, & Dale, 2023). This resulted in an increased achievement gap between the least and most disadvantaged students which negatively contributed to university applications from disadvantaged students (Raven, 2021; Tham et al., 2023). Furthermore, the resulting post-pandemic recession may also have contributed to this as students from low-income backgrounds experienced greater fear around the cost of living as a student, impacting applications (Bennett et al., 2023).  However, the aforementioned HESA statistic suggests that WP applications are continuing to decline years on from the pandemic, suggesting interventions are not sufficiently supporting WP students to apply for, enrol in, and succeed at university in a post-pandemic landscape. This demonstrates a need to explore interventions that are successful at encouraging WP students to apply to university and supporting them once they enrol, as governing bodies such as Medr could use this information to provide specific guidelines as to what HEIs should be committing to in their access plans, ensuring greater continuity in the quality of provision across Wales (Clements, 2023). 
2.5. Pre-entry Support
Younger et al.’s (2018) review of WP interventions focused on pre-entry interventions conducted both in school and on university campuses. The review outlined several problems with existing literature on the effectiveness of pre-entry interventions. Firstly, the review highlighted that despite enduring commitment to the WP agenda, there is little research that demonstrates the effectiveness of pre-entry WP support beyond raising confidence and aspirations. Furthermore, whilst the review was global, the majority of studies were American, demonstrating a lack of literature on pre-entry support relevant to the UK. In addition to this, the review highlighted that where studies demonstrated a positive impact of WP support in terms of aspirations or applications, the intervention was commonly a multicomponent intervention comprising various forms of support and so it is difficult to establish what aspects of the interventions were effective. In addition to this, the studies reviewed by Younger et al. (2018) predominantly focused on WP students as one group and the quantitative nature of many of the studies did not allow for a discussion of differences between what support was effective for WP students from different backgrounds. This provides further reason to investigate pre-entry support qualitatively to understand what factors support students from varying backgrounds and what aspects of multifaceted interventions students find most effective (Chorcora, Bray, & Banks, 2023). 
Baines et al. (2024) and Bakour (2024) both highlight further issues with existing literature on pre-entry interventions. Baines et al. (2024) explored in-school pre-16 interventions quantitatively and qualitatively and found that interventions raised aspirations of applying to university and intention to apply. However, the research did not demonstrate that this intention translated into applications to university, or retention or outcomes. Furthermore, the qualitative aspects of the research focused on teacher and WP practitioner perceptions of WP interventions, neglecting to understand the student perspective, which is important when considering whether the intention to apply to university elicited by these interventions endures and why this may or may not be. Similarly, Bakour (2024) studied pre-entry interventions through the lens of Bandura’s (1997) theory of self-efficacy. Bakour interviewed WP tutors working with WP students in order to assess the effectiveness of WP interventions. Tutors suggested that interventions that focused on increasing confidence and a sense of belonging were most effective for promoting WP student engagement. They suggested that interventions that promoted the idea of university as a possibility for these students could support university decision-making, enabling students to effectively prepare to apply and develop skills to benefit them as students.  However, again, this study neglected to consult WP students, meaning their constructions of why these interventions work may not be accurate to the student experience. Furthermore, participants were WP workers who may demonstrate bias as they have greater reason to want WP interventions to be effective as it legitimises their work (Moores et al., 2023). Therefore, whilst these studies demonstrate the potential of WP interventions to uplift the students’ confidence and potentially translate this to university aspirations and applications, they fall short of demonstrating whether these interventions can effectively support the retention and outcomes of WP students and do not sufficiently demonstrate the lived experiences of WP students, relying on practitioner perspectives.
Negrea and Gartland (2025) provide one of the most recent analyses of WP interventions. Whilst the review is global, 32 of the 48 studies were conducted in the UK. The review takes a broader approach, considering literature relating to both pre-entry and post-entry initiatives. Relating to pre-entry research, the review highlighted mentoring and on-campus activities as two effective approaches. The research found particularly positive effects for on-campus interventions which were shown to improve confidence, aspirations, and feelings of belonging in the university environment (Robinson & Salvestrini, 2020; Negrea & Gartland, 2025). However, despite this positive reception, there was no suggestion that this impacted retention or outcomes in university and little evidence to suggest it directly impacted applications (Thomas, 2011; Doyle & Griffin, 2012; Negrea & Gartland, 2025). The review also considered the impact of mentoring interventions, linking to Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986). It suggested mentoring was effective in promoting participation as it provided WP students with social and cultural capital, by linking them to people in university who could share their knowledge and experiences (Robinson & Salvestrini, 2020; Sanderson & Spacey, 2020). These interventions were found to reap greater benefits when sustained over longer time periods (Robinson & Salvestrini, 2020; Negrea & Gartland, 2025). This idea of sustained support is reflected Australian studies in which schools with high engagement with WP activities, defined as consistent engagement with activities more than once a year throughout schooling, experienced a greater number of university applications from their students (Zacharias & Mitchell, 2020). However, these interventions were shown to benefit intention to progress to HE, but their enduring impact was not discussed (Negrea & Gartland, 2025). This provides further reason to investigate pre-entry multicomponent interventions qualitatively to understand whether these interventions have a lasting impact and to explore whether WP students outline reasons for the success of these interventions that are underpinned by Bourdieu’s ideas or if there are other mechanisms behind these effects. 
Overall, pre-entry research demonstrates that whilst there is support for in-school workshops, mentoring, and summer school interventions in terms of improving confidence, belonging, and enhancing skills, there is little evidence to suggest this translates into a successful university experience for WP students, particularly in relation to retention and outcomes (Thomas, 2011). Whilst this was highlighted in Thomas’s (2011) review, a more recent review of WP literature suggests this is still the case (Negrea & Gartland, 2025), outlining the need for further research into whether the effects of pre-entry WP interventions support students throughout HE.
2.6. Post-entry Support
The greater body of research identified in this review related to post-entry support for WP students (Crockford, Hordosy, & Simms, 2015; Farenga, 2015; Breeze, Johnson, & Uytman, 2020; Khan et al., 2020; Hayman et al., 2022; McKenzie et al., 2024; Todd, 2024; Davies, Evans, & Hoare, 2025; Negrea & Gartland, 2025). There were found to be four key areas within post-entry interventions. 
The first area explored in post-entry research was induction and transition support (Breeze et al., 2020; Hayman et al., 2022; McKenzie et al., 2024). Breeze et al. (2020) conducted focus groups with WP students who had participated in an online induction course with workshops around what to expect in university, study skills, and university support. The focus groups revealed that whilst students experienced some academic benefits, they did not develop a sense of belonging from the workshops. This was supported by Hayman et al.’s (2022) findings which suggested that online induction programmes helped WP students develop academic skills but did not sufficiently create social benefits. Students in Breeze et al.’s (2020) study suggested in-person on-campus activities prior to the beginning of the academic year would have been of greater benefit. Furthermore, there was low engagement with the course and when students who had participated in some but not all of the sessions were asked about this, they cited difficulty managing the additional sessions alongside commitments such as caring responsibilities and part-time work, which are more prominent within the WP community (Crockford et al., 2015). This research therefore suggests that additional induction sessions may not be appropriate for meeting WP students’ needs. Despite this, McKenzie et al. (2024) conducted a similar study with Open University WP students and found that these students benefitted from sessions both in terms of their academic confidence and in terms of feeling as though they were developing community. This demonstrates that there is a place for this kind of intervention, however it is better suited to online learning programmes or integrated into a wider programme alongside in-person events for those attending HEIs in-person. 
The second kind of support identified within post-entry interventions was financial support (Farenga, 2015; Kaye, 2021; Davies et al., 2025). Financial support often comes in the form of bursaries given to support students from various WP backgrounds with their learning (Kaye, 2021). Research suggests that students value bursaries and attribute the extra financial support to their ability to fully engage with university life, for example by living in student accommodation (Farenga, 2015; Harrison et al., 2018; Davies et al., 2025). Additionally, students note that bursaries took pressure off them to engage in an excessive amount of part-time work, meaning they were able to dedicate more time to their studies (Farenga, 2015; Harrison et al., 2018; Davies et al., 2025). This benefits student outcomes, which can be seen in Kaye’s (2021) analysis of over 150,000 students at 22 HEIs, as students in receipt of WP bursaries were more likely to graduate with a ‘good’ degree classification of 2:1 or above. However, despite being of great benefit to students, Kaye (2021) outlined a problem with WP bursaries in that WP students from the lowest socioeconomic backgrounds are usually congregated in non-elite universities. These universities typically have lower funds, and, with the increased number of WP students, cannot allocate bursaries as generously as elite universities. This creates a paradox in which the students most in need of financial support receive less than students with lesser need by nature of the HEIs they attend. This outlines a recurring problem within WP support in which support is decided in-house by HEIs and so the quality of support for WP students differs by institution (Millward, 2024). 
The third area identified within post-entry WP support was academic support (Negrea & Gartland, 2025). Much of the literature focuses on the benefits of assessment accommodations that can be made for students with disabilities and additional learning needs (Krstić et al., 2021; Negrea & Gartland, 2025). These accommodations, such as extra time and extended deadlines, have been shown to positively impact student outcomes, increasing the likelihood of students with disabilities graduating from university (Römhild & Hollederer, 2024; Negrea & Gartland, 2025). This is an example of support that does not take the deficit approach, but instead makes structural changes to the university, assessments, and learning materials to support those with differing needs. Qualitative research demonstrates these accommodations are received positively by students (Ali et al., 2020; Slaughter, Lindstrom, & Anderson, 2022; Nieminen, 2023; Nieminen, Moriña, & Biagiotti, 2023). This research exemplifies how breaking down the WP group and identifying smaller subgroups and how each can be best supported is beneficial, as it allows students with varying needs to access suitable support. The idea of tailoring WP interventions to support subgroups is further supported by literature on individualised academic support such as English language courses and additional tutoring (Khan et al., 2020; Smallbone & Baverstock, 2025). For example, Khan et al. (2020) identified Engineering students with from WP backgrounds with lower entry level maths skills. These students were offered additional maths tuition. Quantitative analysis revealed that these students improved their maths skills and finished the year with higher final exam marks than a control group of students who had been offered the support but chose not to participate. Furthermore, Smallbone and Baverstock’s (2025) research with Ukranian refugee students revealed that students valued the English Language classes they were offered as they supported their integration into the university environment, creating a sense of community. Whilst this study did not include measurable outcomes, students’ perceptions of the course suggested it benefitted them academically and socially, aligning with Tinto’s (1988) theory of student departure by addressing both academic and social integration. This highlights the importance of continuing to conduct both quantitative and qualitative research with diverse groups of WP students to gain a deeper understanding of what interventions work for different groups and why this may be. 
The fourth, and final, intervention area explored by research addressing post-entry support is peer support. When considering Tinto’s (1988) theory of student departure, social integration is a key issue. Despite this however, Mishra’s (2020) review of studies concerning social support for WP students revealed that there is little literature on this subject. Langford et al. (2025) conducted a study with WP medical students, providing them with workshops to develop social connections and improve their self-efficacy and confidence. Their study revealed that WP medical students were more likely to rely on each other for support than other students. Therefore, developing connections between WP students has potential to support retention through providing better social networks. However, whilst participants expressed that the workshops increased their feelings of belonging and confidence, there were no measurable outcomes in terms of progression or outcomes of students who had participated in the workshops. Furthermore, Farenga’s (2015) study investigated the effectiveness of both bursaries and peer mentoring. They found that only 28% of students deemed mentoring to be important in helping them to reach their goals, compared to 78% of students who stated the bursaries were helpful. This suggests students may value mentoring less than other means of support; however, Farenga’s (2015) qualitative data suggested students found peer support to be useful, offering them a means of asking for support and advice. This contradiction demonstrates the benefits of investigating WP interventions qualitatively as whilst students may see tangible interventions such as bursaries or assessment accommodations as most useful on the surface, deeper investigation can reveal benefits of interventions they may not initially deem as valuable.
2.7. Gaps in the Literature 
Studies outlined in this review have revealed several gaps in existing WP student support research and potential avenues for future studies. One key finding within the literature is that multicomponent interventions are the most effective pre-entry interventions (Younger et al., 2018; Robinson & Salvestrini, 2020; Sanderson & Spacey, 2021). However, there does not appear to be any literature that breaks down these interventions and asks participants about which aspects were most effective and why (Younger et al., 2018; Sanderson & Spacey, 2021; Chorcora et al., 2023). This could be an avenue for future research as by identifying the most effective aspects of the interventions, they could be improved and streamlined to make them more cost-effective, providing the opportunity for more students to participate. 
Furthermore, when considering pre-entry research, studies often investigate the impact of interventions in terms of developing aspirations, confidence, or intention to progress to university (Younger et al., 2018; Baines et al., 2024; Bakour, 2024). However, studies do not investigate whether pre-entry initiatives have any impact on students post-enrolment in terms of whether the knowledge, skills, or confidence they developed impacted their retention, progression, or outcomes as students. Therefore, this study will focus on students who have participated in a pre-entry WP programme in order to investigate whether this has impacted their university experience. Additionally, there is limited UK research on pre-entry WP interventions, providing reason to continue to investigate their effectiveness within a UK, and more specifically Welsh, context. 
Often, discussions of findings within pre-entry literature refer to Bordieu’s theory of cultural capital, linking the introduction of WP students to the university environment to the development of cultural and social capital (Robinson & Salvestrini, 2020; Sanderson & Spacey, 2020; Negrea & Gartland, 2025). However, this is often a theoretical lens to view findings through, and qualitative literature does not explore whether students themselves refer to concepts such as familiarity with university culture or social connections as benefits of these programmes. Therefore, exploring these programmes qualitatively would help to validate whether Bourdieu’s theory is a useful theory for understanding WP students’ experiences. This would be pertinent due to the NERUPI framework for WP work being based upon Bourdieu's ideas (Hayton & Bengry-Howell, 2016).
Research on post-entry support was more established, however research concentrates predominantly on more concrete forms of WP support such as bursaries and academic accommodations (Farenga, 2015; Ali et al., 2020; Kaye, 2021; Slaughter et al., 2022; Nieminen, 2023; Davies et al., 2025; Negrea & Gartland, 2025), and neglects more abstract support mechanisms such as social support and community development (Mishra, 2020). This is at odds with the theoretical underpinnings of student retention which suggests that social integration is equally as important as academic attainment (Tinto, 1988). Furthermore, the majority of studies looking at post-entry support investigated the impact of one specific intervention (Ali et al., 2020; Breeze et al., 2020; Khan et al., 2020; Kaye, 2021; Hayman et al., 2022; Davies et al., 2025; Smallbone & Baverstock, 2025; Langford et al., 2025). This takes a reductionist approach to WP support at odds with Thomas’s (2020) ideals of the whole institution approach. Thomas’s (2020) framework proposes HEIs should aim for horizontal alignment regarding WP support, meaning WP students should be able to access multiple forms of support from various departments. Therefore, whilst studies isolating individual interventions can provide evidence as to whether specific interventions are effective, research considering the support WP students can access as a whole is also useful in order to understand how different departments can come together to offer a cohesive package. Therefore, this research will aim to take a holistic approach, considering all possible support that WP students may be in receipt of by asking students to discuss any support they have received which they perceive to be relevant to their university experience and success. 












3. Methodology
3.1. Methodological Standpoint
This study is underpinned by a relativist ontology, assuming that reality is constructed by social actors and therefore multiple realities can be true (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Guba, 1992; Creswell & Poth, 2006). This research aligns with a relativist ontological position as it does not assume a single objective reality, instead it elevates the diverse voices of WP students from various socioeconomic, educational, and family backgrounds. Information was collated and direct quotes from students were used to outline a comprehensive approach to WP student support that acknowledges the range of realities that exist concurrently. 
The study takes an interpretivist epistemological standpoint. Interpretivism builds on relativist ontology, assuming that knowledge and understanding are constructed through interactions between the researcher and participants (Schwandt, 2000; Lin, 2015; Bourne, 2024). This study reflects this viewpoint through its use of semi-structured interviews, as these interviews create discussion between the participant and researcher, allowing participants to speak freely and the researcher to interact with participants points to discover knowledge, themes, and understanding that may not have been anticipated (Crotty, 1998; Baynes, 2016; Kallio et al., 2016). 
3.2. Positionality 
In addition to the methodological standpoint, the researcher finds it important to highlight their positionality in this research in terms of their personal and professional identity and the impact this may have on the research process (Hope, Brugh, & Nance, 2019; Holmes, 2020).  Within this research, the researcher is occupying a dual position as a postgraduate researcher and as a practitioner working within the field of WP. This work within WP involves working on the Year 12 WP programme which participants engaged with prior to becoming university students. Whilst some definitions of insider research specify that the researcher must be a member of the same social group as participants (Merton, 1972; Angotti & Sennott, 2015), other definitions are looser, identifying insider researchers as those whose background gives them a lived familiarity or prior knowledge of the research group (Holmes, 2020). Therefore, the researcher could be considered to be an insider researcher due to their experience working with WP students. This can have many benefits to research (Holmes, 2020). For example, Mercer (2007) identifies that insider research can enhance the depth the data a study is able to produce as participants may feel more comfortable sharing their experiences and thoughts with someone who they are comfortable with and who they know understands the group or background that they belong to. Furthermore, from a data analysis perspective, the researcher is familiar with the Year 12 WP scheme meaning that where participants refer to activities that they took part in, the researcher will have a greater understanding of what these activities involved. On the other side of this however, the researcher recognises that their possession of prior knowledge about WP students should not lead to bias in the research (Holmes, 2020). The researcher therefore kept a reflexive journal throughout the interview and data analysis process in order to ensure that they could track their decisions, thoughts, and analysis, and review their decision-making process to avoid bias (Meyer & Willis, 2019; Holmes, 2020; Karcher, McCuaig, & King-Hill, 2024). 
3.3. Participants and Sampling
A purposive sampling strategy was employed in this study as the researcher aimed to recruit from a very specific group of participants, those who were currently studying at a Welsh university and had previously participated in the affiliated Year 12 WP programme (Rai & Thapa, 2015; Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2016; Robinson, 2023). This sampling strategy ensured that all participants met the inclusion criteria and would be able to reflect upon both pre-entry and post-entry WP support, allowing the researcher to pull together a comprehensive vision of the journey of WP students in HE, the support available at various points in the FE and HE journeys, and the extent to which these experiences may enhance or limit retention, progression, and outcomes (Rai & Thapa, 2015; Etikan et al., 2016). Furthermore, this ensured that all participants were from a WP background as they would have had to meet at least one WP criteria in order to participate in the Year 12 programme. WP criteria could include: a home address in a WIMD40 postcode, young carer status, care-experience, being an asylum seeker or refugee student, being a first-generation university student, having a parent/carer who has been in the armed forces, and having a disability, mental health condition, or chronic health condition. All participants were in at least their second year of study ensuring they would be able to comment on progression and retention. The study also included students who had recently graduated from the university (within the last 2 years) as these students would be best able to discuss their experience of short and medium-term university outcomes. 
The study comprised a total of 11 participants. This sample size was guided by prioritising depth rather than breadth of data (Alsaawi, 2014; Buddy, 2016), dedicating time to having detailed interviews with participants exploring support available for WP students throughout their university journeys and how this support could be improved to better support retention, progression, and outcomes. 
All students who had participated in the Year 12 WP programme between the years of 2019 and 2023 and had subsequently become students at the associated university were contacted by email to invite them to interview. Students from the 2024 cohort were not contacted as they would be first year students meaning they would be less able to comment on support for retention and progression and students from the 2025 cohort were not included as they would not yet be in university. The email was sent by the WP team at the university. Students opted to participate in the study by emailing the researcher directly at their student email address. The researcher would then email the Participant Information Sheet (Appendix 1) to participants to ensure they had all appropriate information about the study and organise an interview.
3.4. Research Methods
Aligning with relativist and interpretivist ontology and epistemology, this research sought to explore the plethora of realities experienced by WP students and construct a holistic understanding of the current support available and how it could be improved. Therefore, this study employed qualitative methods, intending to produce detailed and holistic data on the support students from WP backgrounds receive and how it could be improved and generate emerging themes from this data (Grossoehme, 2014; Ellis & Hart, 2023). Qualitative methods platform the voices of participants, allowing them to speak freely and authentically about their experiences (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2005; Levitt et al., 2017; Bourne, 2024). This was deemed particularly important for this research as WP students could be considered to be a group facing ‘deep exclusion’ due to the cumulative impact of intersecting marginalised identities and so the researcher deemed it important to ensure their voices were platformed and they had an active part in guiding the direction of the research (Verma & Chauhan, 2026).  
In order to achieve this, semi-structured interviews were used to collect data. Semi-structured interviews were chosen as whilst there were specific areas the researcher wanted to explore within the support offered to WP students, the research is inductive and open, and so it was important to ensure participants could lead discussion into areas the researcher had not anticipated (Busetto, Wick, and Gumbinger, 2020). Furthermore, as WP students are not a homogenous group and represent students from diverse backgrounds with a range of experiences, the researcher wanted to ensure the questions were open and allowed for participants from different backgrounds to put forward ideas about what would best meet their needs and support their experiences (Kallio et al., 2016; Coe et al., 2025). An interview guide (Appendix 2) was employed, and prompts were added to investigate why participants found certain support useful and how current services could be improved. The researcher kept a journal during the interview process, ensuring prompts were noted. Common prompts are available to view alongside the interview guide in Appendix 2. Interviews comprised 5 questions, with additional prompts, and lasted between 30 minutes and 1 hour. Participants were given a choice of whether they would like to conduct their interview in-person or online. Lobe, Morgan, & Hoffman’s (2022) comparison of in-person and online interviews highlighted key points to be aware of when considering the impact of offering both online and in-person interviews on the consistency of data. For example, they highlight that online interviews are typically shorter than in-person interviews, in part due to the difficulty establishing a rapport online (Khan & MacEachen, 2022; Lobe et al., 2022), however, as the researcher has existing rapport with participants due to their dual-positionality as both researcher and practitioner this issue was mitigated. Furthermore, participants’ proficiency with technology can impact data quality in online interviews (Namey et al., 2020; Lobe & Morgan, 2021; Lobe et al., 2022), however as participants could opt for in-person interviews if they lacked confidence with the online format, this issue was avoided. Furthermore, online interviews allowed participants greater flexibility if they could not make it onto campus, which is a crucial consideration when working with WP students (Khan & MacEachen, 2022; Lobe et al., 2022). Therefore, whilst it should be acknowledged that there may be discrepancies between online and in-person interviews, the researcher maintains that allowing both options was most appropriate for this research. 
Online and in-person interviews were both recorded using Microsoft Teams. This allowed for the transcription function to be used. The interview recordings were then reviewed and transcript errors corrected by the researcher to ensure data was clean, coherent, and accurate in preparation for data analysis. 
3.5. Data Analysis
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis framework was used to analyse interviews. This framework is appropriate for this research as it can be used for both deductive and inductive thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun, 2017), and whilst there are theories such as Bordieu’s (1986) theory of cultural capital, Tinto’s (1988) theory of student departure, and Thomas’s (2020) Whole Institutional Approach framework which are being used to contextualise the research, the primary purpose of this research is to highlight emerging themes in supporting WP students. 
The researcher read through the transcripts alongside rewatching the video after each interview was conducted. This allowed them to clean the transcription and to substitute any identifying information such as participant names, the name of the institution, the name of the Year 12 programme, or the names of any staff. Any identifying information was replaced appropriately, for example with the participant’s pseudonym, ‘University attended’, ‘lecturer name’, or ‘Year 12 WP programme’. Reading through each transcript also allowed the researcher to familiarise themselves with the dataset. 
The researcher then read through each transcript again, highlighting sections and adding notations for initial codes. The researcher continued to read through each transcript in turn until no new codes were identified. After this, codes were organised into broader themes with the aim of understanding the support offered to WP students at various stages, the challenges WP students faced, why support worked or didn’t work, and improvements that could be made (Braun et al., 2019). The researcher organised quotes and extracts from the research into themes to support their analysis (Javadi & Zarea, 2016). The researcher kept both an audit trail and a reflexive journal in order to ensure that decision making was tracked throughout the process of data analysis (Nowell et al., 2017). 
3.6. Reflexivity
The use of thematic analysis in this research necessitates the need for reflexivity (Nowell et al., 2017; Meyer & Willis, 2019; Holmes, 2020; Karcher, McCuaig, & King-Hill, 2024). Reflexivity refers to a continuous process whereby a researcher reviews how their thought-process and inferences may be impacted by bias, prior knowledge, or positionality (Berger, 2015; Dodgson, 2019; Olmos-Vega et al., 2023).  In order to ensure reflexivity in this research the researcher kept a reflexive journal whilst undertaking interviews and analysing the data (Meyer & Willis, 2019; Holmes, 2020; Karcher, McCuaig, & King-Hill, 2024). Keeping a reflexive journal allowed the researcher to keep track their decision-making, ensuring they were able to continually evaluate for bias throughout the process and make logical decisions about the codes and themes developed (Nowell et al., 2017). However, it is important to note the researcher’s positionality as both a WP practitioner and researcher as a deeper understanding of current WP provision may have impacted their understanding of participants’ experiences (Holmes, 2020). Despite this, the researcher has ensured that multiple quotes have been provided for each theme to support their interpretations and a table including the codes making up each theme, with supporting quotes, has been included to allow all readers to reflect upon the researcher’s thoughts and decisions.  
3.7. Ethics
All participants were over the age of 18 and deemed able to give informed consent to participate in the research (BERA, 2024). In order to allow participants to give informed consent, they were sent the Participant Information Sheet (Appendix 1) at the first point of contact between the researcher and the participant. This allowed the participants to fully understand what was being asked of them and the purpose of the study before organising an interview. Participants were also given the Participant Information Sheet at the beginning of their interview as a reminder, alongside the Participant Consent Form (Appendix 3). The Participant Information Sheet and the Participant Consent Form both reminded participants of their right to withdraw from the study.
All participants were asked to choose their pseudonym. This ensured that participants remained anonymous (BERA, 2024). Furthermore, asking participants to select their own pseudonym gave them greater ownership over the research and allowed them to be able to easily identify when they were being referred to in the research (Itzik & Walsh, 2023). This was particularly useful as member checking was employed in this study and participants were given the opportunity to read through the findings in order to confirm that they were happy with how they had been represented and believed the researcher’s inferences were accurate to their experiences (Candela, 2019). 
An important ethical consideration in this research was the researchers’ dual role as both researcher and WP practitioner. In order to ensure that no one who was contacted felt any pressure to participate due to knowing the researcher in their WP role, the initial email inviting students to participate in the study was sent out by the wider WP team to create distance between the role of the researcher as a student and as a WP practitioner (Humphrey, 2013). Students were asked to email the researcher directly at their student email if they wanted to participate in order to further create this divide. In addition to this, the initial invite and the Participant Information Sheet both reminded participants that they were free to withdraw from the study at any point and that choosing not to participate would not impact their relationship with the WP team or any opportunities they would be able to access. This was an important consideration in ensuring informed consent (BERA, 2024).


















4. Findings
This chapter collates findings from 11 semi-structured interviews with WP students attending a Welsh university. All participants had completed a Year 12 WP programme prior to enrolling in university, allowing them to comment on how both pre-entry and post-enrolment interventions supported them and how they could be improved to better support retention, progression, and outcomes. The findings have been organised into three areas: pre-entry provision, post-entry provision, and suggestions, in order to differentiate between what support may be helpful at different stages of the student journey and to allow adequate space for the discussion of both limitations of existing support and novel ideas.
Participants reflected on the strengths and limitations of existing support. Pre-entry support was portrayed positively, with participants viewing it not only as instrumental in ensuring progression from FE to HE but also helpful in ensuring smooth transition into HE and instilling knowledge, connections, and confidence that supported them throughout. Perceptions of post-enrolment support were mixed, with invisibility and inaccessibility of services being a key limitation of current provision. Participants suggested ways to improve support, including both amendments to current provision and novel ideas centred around improving awareness of WP needs and making services more relevant and accessible. These ideas have been curated into 8 themes across the 3 sections. Themes, the codes that comprise them, and supporting quotes are outlined in Figure 1.
Figure 1: Themes and Codes
	Section
	Theme
	Codes within theme
	Supporting quotes

	Pre-entry Support
	Familiarity
	Familiarity with university environment

Knowledge of university processes




Awareness of university services 



Understanding of academic expectations
	"Knowing the campus, having done stuff before, definitely made it less overwhelming." - Ghost

"Doing the [Y12 WP programme] has helped me to understand what it's like to be like a uni student. So, like going through like my degree and through my course, I kind of already like, know like what to expect..." - Benita

"I knew about the [academic support service], so I knew I could go there. Like I heard about the other programmes, so I was like, oh, I can go there if I need help with something" - Ffion

"So, you do a lot of essays. And we learnt about living by yourself, referencing things like that. So yeah, it was good. I think it did give me a good, good sense of what was going on when I came to uni." – Charlie

	Pre-entry Support
	Connections and community
	Social connections



Relationship with WP team





Belonging
	"So, I was able to contact them if I maybe didn't have many friends, just being able to talk to other people on that programme." - Elizabeth
 
"I struggled in my first semester of the first year. I went back to the team and I said ‘Help you know I'm struggling here’ and then obviously they were like the holding hand for me then to help me get back into the rhythm of being a student at university." - Haf

"Community as well. I just like, you know, you might just be walking out of the lectures, walking home, but you'll see somebody who you knew from [Y12 WP programme] or who’s working at [WP Team] or somebody who you knew from [Year 12 WP programme] walking around campus. Oh, I know him. Yeah, it is. Um, which just helps generally with, um, confidence on campus." - Elis 

	Post-entry Support
	Limited support
	Not received any support

Not aware of any support



Non-WP specific support 

	"I don't access any other support." - Benita

"As far as I know, no, not really. I mean, I don’t really know what other what support I access myself." - Coby

"The only other support I know is obviously having a tutor, but that's just sort of like you know checking up on things..." - Coby


	Post-entry Support
	Employability support
	Employability services support access to opportunity


Part-time work (WP team)
	"I've accessed one, I think it was called [name of project], which they're basically people who help you with like the application process of jobs and stuff, basically." - Olly

"And I think being asked as a widening participation student, you specifically are wanted for this role, was just really eye-opening and really validating in a way, as I was able to see myself as something almost necessary in the higher education space." – Margaret

	Suggestions
	Supporting next steps
	Want for increased employability support




Want for support navigating post-graduate options
	"Yeah, maybe more push for employability in the summertime. Internships and things. Yeah. If you can keep them engaged over the summer and keep them if you just give them more opportunity." - Charlie

"But maybe there could be more support about postgraduate studies because I mean, your education, career, doesn't just end at your undergrad. There are things you can do afterwards." – Haf

	Suggestions
	Increasing awareness of WP student needs
	Need for inclusive services






Increasing staff awareness 



Flexible learning options
	"So maybe careers advice, also external to the employability teams in the university, because as I said earlier, they're going for you to go to Bristol. Go do this, go do that. Whereas the widening participation group should and will know that for some people if it's not local it’s unachievable." - Haf

"But even just explaining, you know, we've got so many students come in that we know of to the university that are first in their families from low progression backgrounds, whatever." - Haf

"Something he calls 'backwards learning’ where it was, he has the videos and everything for lecture, for a week it’s put out so you can look at the notes. Then the lecture, read over them. Obviously in the video and you can write them up and then the lecture mainly is for, obviously, recapping the video or going over the video if people haven't seen it, and whoever has they can ask questions. And so, you know, if they don't understand it, they can talk to him then." - Coby

	Suggestions
	Developing connections and community
	Mentoring 








More social activities
	"I know some projects do check ins and offices are always open, but maybe calling on them and being like, how is university going? How are your grades doing? And then someone may confide ‘All my grades of rubbish. I'm not going to graduate’, when actually they probably are. So, I think it's just like a mentorship then as well." - Haf

"Just being able to maybe meet people like that and be able to talk to them and kind of empathise with them, just something like that and maybe you know, creating not so much like a club, but little like every so often doing those little meetings. Maybe coffee or maybe like even bowling, for instance, or just something, a little group thing that they can do." – Elizabeth

	Suggestions
	Centralised WP support
	Centralised communications to WP students




Dedicated team / single point of access
	"I think coming into university, the perfect system would probably be you get contacted by someone who knows about your circumstances and outlines everything you could potentially access." - Margaret

"I also think having something similar, like a dedicated centre for widening participation people would be very beneficial." - Margaret



4.1. Participant Information
In addition to being asked about WP support, participants were also asked to provide some background information about themselves as WP students. In response to this question, participants discussed coming from low progression areas, being from families with no experience of HE, having caring responsibilities, coming from service families, moving to the UK late in their educational journeys, and mental and physical health conditions. This demonstrates the breadth of experience of WP students, consolidating that they are not a homogenous group and may experience a plethora of different barriers to HE. Despite this variation in experience, most participants highlighted one or both of the following experiences: coming from a family with no experience of HE or coming from a low-progression area. Participants often linked these experiences to having a lack of awareness of HE, feeling uncertain about university, or being the ‘odd one out’. 
“I’m the first person in my family to go to uni. So, obviously, a bit daunting at first. And, you know, some things I maybe can’t go to family about or whatever. They don’t... they don’t really get it.” - Ghost, 2nd year.
These factors are instrumental in understanding why participants may have increased need for support, both in making the initial steps into university and once they become students. This also demonstrates that whilst participants have a range of experiences and backgrounds which may impact what support they view as valuable, there are also common experiences which may impact the group collectively. 
4.2. Pre-entry support
For the purpose of the study, pre-entry support refers to one specific Year 12 programme that all participants experienced. The programme was a multicomponent intervention comprised of online information sessions, subject taster days, and a residential experience. It is pertinent to note that whilst most participants experienced the programme the same way, two participants, Margaret and Charlie, experienced a version of the programme impacted by Covid-19 meaning their participation was reduced to online delivery only. 
Two themes arose regarding pre-entry support: Familiarity, and Connections and Community.
4.2.1. Familiarity 
Participants consistently highlighted the benefits of the Year 12 programme in cultivating familiarity with university, both in terms of the environment and in terms of the processes and procedures linked to university life. Participants made links between familiarity with the physical environment and reduced feelings of anxiety.
“So, you know, being here now, I definitely, you know, getting used to the campus, getting to know what it’s like made the whole experience less scary.” - Ghost, 2nd year
Furthermore, participants cited that familiarity with procedures and services available at university, which they had gained awareness of through the Year 12 programme, allowed them to access support when they needed it, supporting retention during difficult times.
“I knew about the [Academic Support Team], so I knew I could go there. Like I heard	 about the other programmes, so I was like, oh I can go there if I need help with something.” - Ffion, 3rd year.
Therefore, responses suggested pre-entry programmes work to address inequitable distribution of knowledge between WP and non-WP students. 
In addition to familiarity with services, participants also noted a familiarity with the academic expectations of university, which they cultivated by completing assignments as part of the Year 12 programme. This included an understanding of what is required at a university level and familiarity with writing at a university level, which could benefit grades. Participants also noted how this understanding of expectations provided them with a readiness and a feeling of being better able to cope with the demands of university life.
“So, you do a lot of essays. And we learnt about living by yourself, 	referencing things like that. So yeah, it was good. I think it did give me a good 	sense of what was going on when I came to uni.” - Charlie, 3rd year
Overall, participants’ responses suggested both physical and institutional familiarity reduced feelings of intimidation and increased comfort within the environment. 
4.2.2. Community and Connections
One of the most common points made by participants in relation to the Year 12 programme was that it allowed them to develop connections that endured into their lives as university students. Participants discussed how they continued to see students they’d met on the programme in passing, at catch-up events, and through sustained friendships. Participants suggested that this gave them a sense of community and cultivated a sense of belonging. 
“I think one of the best things about [Year 12 Programme] was that it helped me meet people, especially ‘cause like people I knew from college did it with me and I don’t	 think I would’ve gotten to know them as well if I hadn’t done [Year 12 Programme]	and some of them are still friends with me now in uni. And I think that’s part of, one	 of the support systems I definitely have.” - Ghost, 2nd year. 
Furthermore, participants also valued the relationship they had developed with staff members on the programme. Many participants noted the rapport they had developed with staff members and stated they could rely on them for support due to their understanding and approachability. Participants noted how conversations with the WP team supported retention, preventing them from dropping out of university during stressful times. 
“I struggled in my first semester of first year. I went back to the team and I said ‘help me, I’m struggling here’ and obviously they were like the holding hand for me then to help me get back into the rhythm of being a university student.” - Haf, 3rd year
These responses outline the importance of both informal social support and institutional support in recognising WP needs, providing advice and guidance, and creating a comfortable, inclusive environment which combats attrition of WP students and scaffolds their success. 
4.3. Post-entry support
Despite positive views of pre-entry support, perspectives on post-entry support were mixed with greater uncertainty around what is available and how to access it. 
4.3.1. Limited Support
A dominant theme in participants’ post-entry experiences was the invisibility and inaccessibility of WP support. When asked about what support they had received since becoming university students, answers were predominantly negative, in that participants were not aware of or had not accessed any WP support. Further probing asked participants if they had received any support that was not specific to their WP identities, but had supported their retention, progression, or outcomes. Many participants still did not report receiving any support. However, others did mention non-specific support such as academic scholarships and personal tutors. 
“As far as I know, no, not really. I mean, I don’t really know what other... what support I access myself. The only other support I know is obviously having a tutor, but that’s just sort of like, you know, checking up on things... other than that I can’t think of any support I’ve accessed at all.” - Coby, 2nd year. 
This suggests the issue may not be a lack of support, but issues around ensuring specific and relevant support reaches WP students. Furthermore, in cases where participants did cite support specific to elements of their WP identity such as carer’s bursaries or disability support, this was often due to direct contact from university teams, suggesting that WP support needs to be advertised to ensure effective engagement. 
“Um, when I found out about the disability, I didn’t realise I was able to have extra time. So, they did reach out to me right before assessments being like you can have an extra, I think it was like 20% for quizzes, which I didn’t realise." - Elizabeth, 2nd year. 
These responses raise questions about the visibility, accessibility, and effectiveness of existing WP provision and the extent to which it is integrated into institutional practice.  
4.3.2. Employability 
When participants were in receipt of post-entry support, it was mainly related to employability. Participants described both WP-specific interventions and wider employability support. 
Participants referred to a WP specific career scheme that supported them in obtaining internships, graduate jobs, or other employability opportunities. 
“Yeah, I’ve accessed one, I think it was called [name of project], which, they’re	 basically people who help you with like the application process. But I only started using that right at the end of like the application process. And they tend to give you a bursary if you’ve gone to like an interview or something like that. So, I accessed that bursary when I went up to an interview in Bradford, because I had to like stay overnight and it cost me quite a lot of money. So they were able to help with that.” - Olly, 3rd year
Whilst this support was effective for some WP students, it did not meet the needs of all WP students, for example those with caring responsibilities. 
“I was, I’m still a bit, lost with what I want to do after my degree and the employability team are really useful but it was very much like ‘Go to Bristol, and do this’ and I was like, well no, I can’t go to Bristol, that’s not...I’m not able to do that.” - Haf, 3rd year. 
In addition to WP specific employability programmes, many participants also referred to an employability opportunity that they were given by the WP team who had engaged with them in Year 12. They were given the opportunity to work with the WP team to deliver outreach activities to the next generation of students. Participants cited that this opportunity had a wealth of benefits to their retention, progression, and outcomes at university. On a practical level, the opportunity provided them with flexible work to support them financially.
“I would say being given the opportunity to work with them as a university student, it might be a bit difficult to get a part-time job, especially when there is a lot of students who are looking for a part-time job, so it kind of gave me like a special treatment that I’d already been through the project as a student so now I can work with them and then kind of feel both ends of the project.”  - Osman, 3rd year.
Participants also noted other benefits to the work including professional experience, an understanding of a positive workplace, development of skills, and developing a sense of agency and belonging specifically attached to their WP identity. 
“I mean it really did have a massive impact on my life being told: ‘You can apply for this job that really helped you get into university and offer the same support to other people that you once received’. And just having that mindset going into it was phenomenal. I think being asked as a Widening Participation student, you specifically are wanted for this role was just really eye-opening and validating in a way, as I was able to see myself as something almost necessary to the higher education space.” - Margaret, recent graduate. 
Furthermore, this work also helped participants further develop connections with other WP students and the wider student community which in turn had benefits such as learning from others further along in their HE journey.
“So, I’d say it definitely helped me as a Student Leader as well because it’s always an opportunity to learn, like walking around with other Student Leaders who know about a module, but like you’ve obviously never heard anything about it. So, it’s a nice... it was nice to just watch to see what they’ve got to say about something so I can learn it and keep passing that on.” - Elis, 3rd year
This opportunity was discussed positively and referenced by the majority of participants, demonstrating a strong impact on their student experience and relevance supporting retention and outcomes through community development, financial support, and employability benefits. 
4.4. Suggestions 
Participants made suggestions for how current support could be improved and also put forward novel ideas for supporting WP student success. These ideas were collected into 4 themes: Supporting Next Steps, Increasing Awareness of WP Needs, Developing Connections and Community, and Centralised WP Support. 
4.4.1. Supporting Next Steps
Participants identified a clear gap in support relating to post-graduate study and career progression. Many described uncertainty navigating their next steps in the absence of guidance from the university. 
“Quite a lot of people that I know that did this programme still don’t know what they want to do when they leave.” - Elizabeth, 2nd year.
Participants noted how this was of particular relevance to those from WP backgrounds who lacked connections to wider academic and entrepreneurial communities. 
“Like, I do know of a good few people on my course who, um, so they are like...so I’m the first in my family to go to university, but they are just the newest one to go to university. So, I do know of a few who have certain contacts in certain industries. So, I would say as a Widening Participation, as the first in my family, like as that type of thing, I was put at more of a disadvantage for getting experience in those fields.” - Elis, 3rd year.
Participants made several suggestions to combat this issue. A recurring idea was developing connections with businesses and other institutions within the local area to be able to offer more internships and employment opportunities accessible to local WP students. This would allow WP students to gain experience and make connections in the absence of social capital. 
“Just get something from it, because if you haven’t got this motivation from your family and if you have struggled getting to university in the first place and you have to take things like [Y12 WP programme] or you have to have extra financial help when you get there... a lot of people will be demotivated by the fact that sometimes their courses don’t seem applicable to what they’re actually going to be doing in real life. So, I think that’s why you see a drop in attendance.” - Charlie, 3rd year. 
Participants also suggested needing greater support in navigating post-graduate options, as well as careers. Suggestions made to address this included greater availability of subject specific information and the potential for a programme similar to the Year 12 WP programme to help navigate post-graduate options and career paths. 
“Perfect world, there would be a version of [Y12 WP programme] that would actually have ties, the same way [Y12 WP programme] has ties to schools and stuff, they would have ties with other universities. ... But then if they had connections with different services like councils, education, like civil servants, loans, just anything, and they could then tell students about it.” - Elis, 3rd year. 
The identification of a gap in support navigating next steps and the variety of suggestions to solve this indicate that WP support may be disproportionately concentrated at the beginning of the HE journey, rather than sustained throughout, which could negatively impact outcomes. 

4.4.2. Developing Awareness of WP Needs
A recurring point within participants’ perceptions of current support was that there was an absence of understanding around WP needs. Participants often described feeling as though their challenges and experiences were not fully understood outside of the WP team. This rendered existing provision, such as support from tutors, employability, and assignment support ineffective for WP students. 
“I think I feel like, especially like with my course there is support there available to like speak to certain people with certain problems. But I feel like the support isn't quite useful. And like there are a lot of like mistakes being made and many people are really like unhappy, even though that their support is there. It's not like effective enough.” - Benita, 3rd year
In order to combat this, participants suggested training for all student facing staff such as admissions tutors and lecturers, delivered by the WP team to ensure an understanding of student needs and benefit inclusion. 
“But even just explain, you know, ‘we’ve got so many students coming in that we know of to the university that are first in their families, from low progression backgrounds, whatever, whatever, don’t be so harsh.’ Maybe you know, just providing that bit of insight as to what they do, because I do think a lot of academics that I’ve met have said ‘when I was in Cambridge, and when my dad was in Cambridge and when my uncle...’. You know, they’ve had that progression line through their family. Whereas, I went on my first day and was like, ‘oh right then,’, you know, I had no idea of what was going on here, not knowing anyone really behind me to do this. So, yeah, I think it would be a little training initiative.’ - Haf, 3rd year. 
This would benefit WP students through ensuring they felt understood and comfortable seeking support from all services, not just the WP team they had engaged with pre-entry. 
4.4.3. Developing Connections and Community
Participants expressed strong positive perceptions of the sense of WP community which had been developed during the Year 12 WP programme and continued through sustained relationships with the WP team and working alongside other WP students. A recurring idea was that this support could be developed further. 
Participants mentioned catch-up lunches held by the WP team and suggested these could be developed by making engagements more frequent and organising a greater range of activities. 
“And maybe, you know, creating, not so much like a club, but little like every `so often doing those little meetings. Maybe coffee, maybe like even bowling for instance, or just something, a little group thing they can do. They can talk about it and just feel that they aren’t alone as much. Almost like a society, but maybe not quite as big.” - Elizabeth, 2nd year. 
In addition to this, students often highlighted the benefits of being able to connect with other students from WP backgrounds in terms of sharing experiences and seeking advice. A common idea for increasing the opportunity for this was through mentoring or a buddy scheme.
“It's kind of hard because people need someone that's approachable to talk about their problems and we have tutors, but that seems more like a forced sort of thing and obviously it's good to have an approachable tutor, but everyone else wouldn't really see that as the person they can approach. There's obviously well-being officers, but I feel like someone in that high standards can make people think that that's more of a work thing rather than you go and talk to a buddy or friend.” - Coby, 2nd year
These recommendations reinforce the idea that belonging is of key importance to WP students in HE and that the opportunity to meet and engage with other students who share their experiences and background is of importance to them when thinking about what will help them succeed in their educational journey.
4.4.4. Centralised WP Support
Finally, participants advocated for more centralised and visible WP support whereby a single WP team could act as a single point of contact and provide both pre-entry and post-entry support. In addition to this, students noted that offering support through a centralised team would address the issue of existing support not meeting the needs of WP students, as support and services could be tailored to WP needs and delivered by a team who understand.
“I also think having something similar, like a dedicated centre for Widening Participation people would be very beneficial. ... Having that dedicated centre dedicated to people from Widening Participation backgrounds where you can go, they can go ask questions, judgement free, and they can be given resources that can be tailored to them. I think that would be so beneficial.” - Margaret, recent graduate. 
This centralisation would help to demystify what was available for WP students and could deliver targeted communications to all WP students to provide information about available support. 
“I think coming into university, the perfect system would probably be you get contacted by someone who knows about your circumstances and outlines everything you could potentially access. So even if you're only widening participation because of one factor, you get shown all the available things for you. And that would be recurrent every year.” - Margaret, recent graduate
This would address fragmentation, catering to a need for more visible, accessible, and personalised support for WP students, allowing them to engage with the full range of available support and supporting continuity across the educational journey.














5. Discussion  
This chapter will discuss interpretations of the findings of this study, linking to pertinent theory and existing literature, with a particular focus on Bourdieu’s theory of capital (Bourdieu, 1986), Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997), Tinto’s theory of student retention (Tinto, 1988), and Thomas’s (2020) whole institution approach framework.  
Findings from interviews with WP students outlined a clear narrative: pre-entry support positively impacted WP students both in terms of progression to HE and sustained benefits to retention and outcomes, whereas, though some post-entry support was accessed, it was accessed infrequently and often experienced as inaccessible and ineffective in addressing WP needs. This aligns with existing critiques of WP provision which suggest focus is placed too heavily on access, and retention, progression, and outcomes are neglected (Whitty, Hayton, & Tang, 2015; Kahu & Nelson, 2018, Burke, 2020). Participants highlighted the need for continuity and institutional awareness to combat these issues.  
This chapter suggests that while pre-entry initiatives lay foundations that support the retention, progression, and outcomes of students, the delivery of post-entry support should be reconsidered to ensure WP students are aware of and able to access targeted and effective support in times of need.  
5.1.  Pre-Entry Support and the Development of Capital 
A key theme that emerged in relation to pre-entry support was familiarity. Findings suggest WP students valued how the pre-entry programme gave them experience and understanding of the university environment, processes, and services. The underlying mechanisms behind familiarity as a benefit to WP students can be understood through Bourdieu’s theory of capital (Bourdieu, 1986). The theory proposes that possession of cultural capital, the knowledge, norms, and mannerisms dominant within an institution, enables individuals to succeed (Bourdieu, 1986). WP students often come from families with no experience of HE and areas with low progression to HE (Gorard, 2008; Shaw, 2024), meaning they often do not have the same awareness and understanding, or capital, as their middle-class peers (Whitty et al., 2015; Hannon et al., 2017; Reay, 2021; Negrea & Gartland, 2025). This can lead students to feel uncomfortable in the university environment (Sartania, 2023; Sartania & Ray, 2024). However, participants’ responses demonstrated how pre-entry programmes work to cultivate capital, addressing the inequitable distribution of knowledge and HE experience between WP students and their peers. Additionally, participants noted how these programmes increase feelings of comfort and confidence within the HE environment. These feelings have been shown to improve retention (Russell & Jarvis, 2019; Murphy et al., 2020; Pedler et al., 2021).  
Despite participants’ positive view of the pre-entry programme, this could be considered through a critical lens. By rectifying inequitable experiences between WP students and their peers through cultivating capital, the implication is that WP students should be expected to change to fit into the HE environment, rather than that the HE environment should be made more inclusive to ensure students from various backgrounds feel comfortable (Burke, 2020; Naylor & Mifsud, 2020). Therefore, whilst the development of familiarity is clearly of benefit to WP students, relying on this alone could lead to support for WP students being based around a deficit model where focus is placed on supplementing a perceived deficit within the WP community rather than scrutinising HE institutions and the support they provide to ensure the success of students from all backgrounds (Mountford-Zimdars et al., 2015; Naylor & Mifsud, 2020; Luczaj, 2023). 
5.2.  Belonging and Social Support 
Participants placed immense value on connections, community, and social support that they developed as a result of the pre-entry programme and later initiatives from the WP team including catchups and the opportunity to work on the WP project. This strongly supports existing literature which suggests that belonging is a crucial factor associated with student retention and success (Davis, Hanszek-Brill, & Petzold, 2019; Pedler et al., 2021; Nguyen et al., 2026). Furthermore, this also supports Tinto’s (1988) theory of student retention which poses social integration as well as academic success is necessary for student success.
In addition to this, existing relationships with the WP team also contributed to feelings of belonging and social support as students had a trusted point of contact who they could turn to in times of need. Even where students did not feel the need to contact the team directly, they were consistently seen as an approachable avenue for support should students’ need it. Rapport has been demonstrated to be a key factor in help-seeking behaviour and so having an existing relationship with a team able to provide guidance and support could benefit retention through supporting WP students to seek help in difficult times (Payne, Muenks, & Aguayo, 2018; Lynch et al., 2021; Wei, 2026).  
Participants attributed great importance to the social connections and community they developed and suggested avenues to develop this and increase the benefits further. One of these suggestions was increasing the opportunity for WP students to get together to further enhance community. This included diversifying catch-up activities and committing to more frequent events. Another suggestion students made was mentoring. Mentoring could benefit students through a variety of mechanisms. Firstly, mentoring could further support the development of cultural capital as experienced students could pass on knowledge and advice (O'Sullivan et al., 2017; Negrea & Gartland, 2025). Furthermore, mentoring could provide increased opportunity for networking and the development of the WP community through making initial connections between WP students which could grow into wider social groups. In addition to this, mentoring could also support the development of self-efficacy for WP students through three mechanisms: vicarious learning, verbal persuasion, and performance outcomes (Bandura, 1982; 1997). Vicarious learning refers to developing self-efficacy through observing the behaviours or successes of similar role models (Bandura, 1997; Chan & Lam, 2008; Waddington, 2023). For mentees, the mentoring experience could provide a positive role model from a similar background, evidencing WP students' ability to successfully navigate HE, developing self-efficacy through vicarious learning (Kozar, Lum, & Benson, 2015; O'Sullivan et al., 2017; Metcalf & Wiener, 2018). Additionally, support, advice, and feedback from mentors could be a source of verbal persuasion, which refers to reinforcing positive perceptions of one's ability to succeed through encouragement and positive feedback (Bandura, 1997; Atanasov et al., 2013; O’Sullivan et al., 2017; Peiffer, Ellwart, & Preckel, 2020). Finally, the experience of mentoring could also support mentors themselves through giving them the opportunity to experience positive performance outcomes that reinforce ideas of their competence and ability (Bandura, 1997).  Being able to support other students and make a difference in the HE space would allow mentors to demonstrate their skills and abilities, developing self-efficacy (Kalpazidou-Schmidt & Faber, 2016; Krisi & Nagar, 2023). Additionally, the act of mentoring could support mentors to develop transferable skills for future endeavours, potentially supporting outcomes (Kalpazidou-Schmidt & Faber, 2016; Hutton & Robson, 2025).     
5.3.  Post-entry Support: Visibility and Suitability 
A key finding in relation to post-entry provision was that there was a perceived lack of WP support. Most participants reported not accessing any support at all post-entry. Those that did often reported that these services had gotten in touch with them directly. This suggests that whilst WP support may be available, without appropriate promotion of these services, WP students may be unaware of what they are able to access, rendering services ineffective.   
Furthermore, participants were aware of some non-WP-specific support such as employability services and personal tutors but often felt as though these services did not meet their needs as WP students. This suggests the need for a structural approach, rather than an approach based on deficit models (Naylor & Mifsud, 2020). Whilst the deficit model may place blame of WP students for not engaging with services to optimise their experience, the structural approach places emphasis on modifying institutional practices and services available to students in order to ensure they work for WP students, for example by increasing the opportunity for local work experience and internships to accommodate the needs of students with caring responsibilities. Modifying existing, standardised support services, whether that be personal tutors, employability services, or academic support could therefore increase WP engagement and enable better retention, progression, and outcomes for WP students.  
5.4.  Employability and Agency  
One area of post-entry support that was discussed predominantly positively within the study was employability support. This reflects trends within the wider HE sector, with movements towards supporting graduate outcomes (Culpitt & Trinidad, 2017; Green, 2018). Participants valued the opportunities provided by the employability team, particularly the WP specific employability programme which supported WP students with seeking and securing jobs and internships and provided financial support to WP students needing to travel to interviews or internships. However, as previously discussed, participants noted that employability opportunities offered by the service were not always suitable for them as WP students, particularly those unable to travel due to duties at home.  
Participants within the study highlighted social capital as a key difference between themselves and their peers, noting existing connections between their peers and those within academic and professional communities, which they felt they lacked as students without family experience of HE and from areas with low progression rates. Therefore, from a Bourdieusian perspective, engaging WP students in employability services could be crucial for promoting positive outcomes as these services provide students with an opportunity to develop social capital through developing professional contacts, which has been shown to support employment outcomes post-graduation (Bourdieu, 1986; Clarke, 2018; Wallis, 2021; Reilly et al., 2025). Therefore, tailoring employability services to WP needs to promote engagement could combat the inequitable outcomes between WP students and their peers through enabling WP students to engage with the same employability opportunities as others and further their professional networks.  
On this note, participants particularly valued the work experience offered by the WP team itself. Once becoming university students, many participants became Student Leaders working with the WP team to deliver the Year 12 programme and other outreach activities. Participants valued this experience on many levels. Firstly, it provided them with flexible part-time work which suited their needs as WP students and allowed them to make money at university. Research continually highlights financial discrepancies between WP students and their peers and how difficulties around inflexible part-time work can impact academic attainment and engagement with university life (Crockford et al. 2015; Neyt et al., 2019). Therefore, being provided with a suitable means of income that could be fitted around their university commitments benefitted students. 
In addition to its practical benefits, this work was also valued by the students for the experiences it provided them with. Students often referenced the skills they had developed through their work which they could use when applying for future employment, demonstrating the potential for a positive impact on WP student outcomes. Furthermore, participants suggested that being specifically asked to apply for the role as students from a WP background contributed to a sense of belonging within the HE environment, as well as improving their confidence and sense of agency. This finding supports the findings of an existing Australian study that demonstrated Student Ambassadors working on WP programmes had better retention rates and outcomes than their peers (Green, 2018). The study investigated this effect in relation to Kahu and Nelson’s (2018) framework of student retention which highlights the importance of 4 factors: academic capability, emotions, sense of belonging, and wellbeing/stress. The study found over 90% of student ambassadors thought the role increased their confidence and sense of belonging at university, contributing to retention, and ambassadors also noted how giving back to the community allowed them to feel positive emotions about their situation as students who had successfully progressed to HE.  Therefore, providing WP students with the option to work on the projects they participated in could benefit retention, through developing belonging, and outcomes through cultivating experience, self-efficacy, and confidence (Green, 2018). Future quantitative research could replicate Green’s work, investigating this effect in Welsh or British universities.  
Finally, participants noted how working alongside other students as part of the WP team allowed them to learn about university processes, opportunities, and services from others and even taught them more about their degree course. This demonstrates how increasing the opportunity for WP students to develop relationships with more experienced students allows for informal mentoring opportunities whereby knowledge is shared between students, developing capital within the WP community. 
5.5.  Continuity: A Single Point of Contact 
Participants’ suggestions for improvements predominantly centred around the desire for a more structured and sustained approach to post-entry WP support. This included the development of the existing WP team to manage both pre-entry and post-entry WP interventions. This team would also act as a single point of contact for WP students and raise institutional awareness of WP needs, supporting inclusive services and practices. This reflects ideas promoted by the Office for Students (2019) which emphasise the need to move towards a holistic approach to WP provision, supporting students both pre-entry and throughout their HE journey in order to ensure retention, progression, and positive outcomes. Furthermore, this aligns with Thomas’s (2020) proposal for a whole institution approach to WP support. Thomas’s ideas highlight the importance of both vertical alignment, which refers to a whole lifecycle approach for supporting WP students, and also horizontal alignment, which emphasises the importance of all departments across HEIs working collaboratively towards the common goal of supporting WP students (Thomas, 2020). Participants’ ideas further build on this, though, through highlighting the importance of a single point of access, as whilst all departments and services may have provision to support WP students, this is ineffective if WP students are unaware of or unable to locate the support available. 
Participants also placed emphasis on the importance of sustained support that goes beyond their initial progression to HE and transition into university and continues to support them throughout their journey, particularly into post-graduate study or employment. This further aligns with the Thomas’s (2020) ideology and the proposition of the Office for Students (2019). Furthermore, it reflects a trend in recent research which has demonstrated that WP students achieving the same grades as their peers are less likely to achieve graduate employment (Cameron et al., 2018; Jones et al., 2025). This research demonstrates that WP student outcomes cannot be understood through the lens of meritocracy as structural issues such as inequitable access to employability opportunities and the impact of cultural and social capital must be addressed for WP students to benefit from social mobility.  
Therefore, participants’ experiences and thoughts support Thomas’s (2020) ideas through highlighting the importance of WP interventions that support students continuously throughout their HE journeys and also support WP students across all areas of the university experience. However, participants’ thoughts go beyond Thomas’s (2020) model, not only highlighting the need for sustained support, but providing ideas for practical and accessible support in all aspects of the university experience. Therefore, participants’ ideas have been used to build upon Thomas’s (2020) model and develop a new model for supporting the retention, progression, and outcomes of WP students: The Widening Participation Student Success Framework (WPSSF; Figure 2). 
Figure 2: Widening Participation Student Success Framework (WPSSF)
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The WPSSF aims to provide practical suggestions for WP practitioners and university professionals on how to structure WP support to ensure visibility and accessibility for students, develop cultural and social capital within the WP community, and support the development of self-efficacy and employability skills for WP students. Whilst primarily based on participants’ experiences and ideas, the framework also incorporates Bourdieu’s theory of capital (Bourdieu, 1986) and Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997) to highlight the mechanisms by which these interventions and services may support the retention and outcomes of WP students. As demonstrated in Figure 2, connections form between the kinds of support available at various points in the HE journey, ensuring continuous support and allowing combined engagement with multiple interventions to build upon key components of WP support, such as the development of capital, the development of community, and the development of self-efficacy. 
6. Recommendations and Conclusion
6.1. Limitations and Recommendations
There are several limitations with this study and the impact of these limitations on the generalisability of the results must be acknowledged to appropriately understand the potential impact.  
Firstly, this study is based on a small sample of 11 participants. Whilst this was an acceptable number given the small pool of potential participants who met the criteria for this study, this cannot be considered a representative sample for the entire WP population (Oppong, 2013; Robinson, 2014). Despite being a small sample, participants’ were from a variety of backgrounds and met a plethora of WP criteria. On one hand, this can be seen as a positive, as including participants from a variety of backgrounds allowed the research to explore ideas for support proposed by WP students with a variety of needs (Robinson, 2014). However, on the other hand, this meant that there were sometimes a very small number of participants from a particular subgroup speaking for a much larger body, for example, only 2 participants were carers (Allmark, 2014). Therefore, the diversity of the participants in terms of their WP criteria could be said to have both positive and negative implications to the generalisability of the research (Allmark, 2014; Robinson, 2014). 
In addition to being a small sample, all participants were students who had progressed from the Year 12 WP programme to the affiliated university. This also impacted the generalisability of the research. For example, one of the key findings in relation to the benefits of the pre-entry scheme was the familiarity with the university environment and processes. Often, when participants’ referred to this, they were referring specifically to the environment and processes of the affiliated university, rather than university processes generally. Whilst participants’ also referred to familiarity with the environment and processes generally, it could be inferred that students who had progressed from the programme to alternative universities may not have valued familiarity as much as participants in this study. Furthermore, another finding was the sense of community that had developed through connections to students they had participated in the WP programme with and the WP team themselves. Again, this finding is unique to the particular group of students who progressed from the programme to the affiliated university as it is unlikely a significant number of students from the programme would have progressed to alternative universities together and created the same sense of community. Therefore, a future study could benefit from the inclusion of students who completed pre-entry programmes and progressed to non-affiliated universities to better understand the benefits of pre-entry programmes when they are separated from the benefits of attending the same university.  
A further limitation of this study is that the email addresses that the WP team were able to send the research invite to were student email addresses. Therefore, there was not the option to include students who had dropped out of university as they would no longer have access to their university email addresses. This meant that whilst the study was able to highlight support that participants’ had accessed at times they felt close to dropping out, or were simply facing struggles, it was not able to obtain the thoughts of students who had dropped out. The addition of these students could have been particularly pertinent when considering improvements to provision to support the retention of WP students. Therefore, an avenue for future research could be to contact WP students who have dropped out of university in order to better understand why they reached that point and what could have been put in place to better support them in continuing their HE journeys.  
A final limitation of this study was that due to obtaining access to participants through the WP team at a specific Welsh university, all participants were students at the same institution. Whilst the institution in question could be said to be a typical Welsh university, there are great discrepancies between Welsh universities in terms of location, student population, the types of courses available, and the support available to students. Therefore, future research could be conducted on a larger scale with greater focus on post-entry support, considering universities across Wales, for a more representative understanding of WP support and how it could be improved to better support retention, progression, and outcomes.  
6.2. Conclusion 
In conclusion, findings from this study have highlighted that whilst pre-entry programmes effectively develop cultural capital and a sense of community and belonging for WP students within HE, these benefits are not effectively sustained throughout WP students’ HE journeys. Furthermore, whilst there is support available to WP students, they are not always aware of this, and non-specific support services do not always meet the diverse needs of WP students. Students’ suggest greater continuity of support which can be achieved through the establishment of a post-entry WP team which can work as a single point of contact to support WP students and signpost them to support services, however in order for this to work, horizontal alignment needs to be achieved and all departments and services must have an understanding and awareness of WP student needs (Thomas, 2020). Future research could look to expand on these findings through working with larger groups of WP students to increase representativeness, conducting research on the benefits of pre-entry programmes with WP students who did not progress to the affiliated university, and considering a greater selection of universities across Wales and the wider UK.  Furthermore, future research could look to pilot the WPSSF, quantitatively and qualitatively reviewing the model, and establishing whether the combination of interventions it proposes could effectively support WP student retention and outcomes. 
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Appendix 1 – Participant Information Sheet 

Research Title:  Beyond Access: Exploring Factors in the Retention, Progression, and Outcomes of Widening Participation Students in Wales 
Researcher: Phoebe Richards, Equity and Diversity in Society MA, UWTSD 
Supervisor: Darrel Williams 
What is the research about? 
This study aims to explore the experiences of widening participation students in Wales. Widening participation students is a term that refers to students from backgrounds that are currently underrepresented in higher education such as students with caring responsibilities, care experienced students, students who are the first in their family to attend university, students with disabilities, and students who live in areas with lower progression to higher education. The study aims to explore the experiences students have had on a pre-entry widening participation programme and the support they have received as university students. The study aims to go beyond considering applications and enrolment alone, and consider the retention, progression, and outcomes of widening participation students in Welsh universities.  
 Why have I been invited to participate? 
You have been invited to participate as you are a current student or recent graduate of [University] and you have previously taken part in [Year 12 Widening Participation programme]. Therefore, your insights and experiences will help us to understand what works and what could be improved with both pre-entry and post-entry support for widening participation students, providing valuable recommendations for future developments.  
 Consent and Right to Withdraw 
 Participation in this research is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take part or choose to withdraw from the study at any time. Choosing not to participate or choosing to withdraw will not impact your relationship with [WP team]. You do not need to provide a reason for not taking part or withdrawing. Right to withdraw will stand up until March 1st 2026. 
What will happen if I take part? 
You will be asked to take part in an interview. The interview will be an hour long. The interview can be conducted online (via Teams) or in person (on campus) depending on your preference. With your permission, the interview will be audio recorded to allow for accurate transcription.  
Are there any risks to participating? 
There are no anticipated risks to this study. The researcher will ask you about your experiences and background. For some participants, this may lead to discussions about difficult circumstances. The researcher does not want any participant to feel uncomfortable and so please only share what you feel comfortable discussing. You have the right to stop the interview at any time.  
Are there any benefits to taking part? 
There are no direct benefits to taking part in this study. However, your contribution will help to improve support for widening participation students in Wales through identifying gaps in current support and highlighting what support can benefit the retention, progression, and outcomes widening participation students. Findings could inform best practice for universities and widening participation teams across Wales.  
Confidentiality and Data Protection 
Your name and identifying information will be removed from transcripts and replaced with a pseudonym.  
Only the researcher and their supervisor will have access to the data. Quotes used in this research will be attached to your pseudonym, so you will not be identifiable. The university you attend and the programme you participated in will not be named in the research to ensure confidentiality.  
 Audio recordings will be saved on a password protected OneDrive account and deleted after transcription. Transcripts will be saved under your pseudonym. Data will be stored in line with UWTSD’s Research Data Management Policy and destroyed after the completion and assessment of the researcher’s dissertation.  
Concerns, Complaints, or Questions 
If you have any concerns about the study or any questions please contact: 
Researcher: Phoebe Richards – 2306489@student.uwtsd.ac.uk 
If you are unhappy with the way your concern is handled by the researcher, please contact their supervisor 
Darrel Williams – d.g.williams@uwtsd.ac.uk  
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix 2 – Interview Guide
  Q1) Can you tell me about yourself and your background as a WP student?
· Common prompts: Where are you from? What’s the area like? What was your school like? What was your experience in school? What is your family experience of HE? Do you feel as though you faced any barriers to accessing HE? Why do you feel as though that was a barrier for you?
Q2) Do you feel the Year 12 Widening Participation initiative you participated in supported your progression/outcomes in university? If so, how? If not, why not? 
· Common prompts: Why do you think that supported you in HE? How do you think that contributed to your retention/progression/outcomes? Do you think the programme could have done anything differently to better support your retention/progression/outcomes? 
Q3) Do you access any post-entry support e.g. Widening Participation bursaries/scholarships, peer mentoring, wellbeing support, employability support etc.? If so, do you feel this has helped your retention/progression/outcomes? If so, how? If not, why not? 
· Common prompts: Do you access any support that is not specific to your WP identify but that you feel has supported you in any way? Do you know about any support you could access as a WP student? 
Q4) Do you perceive there to be any gaps in the support you have received?  
· Common prompts: Do you feel as though there would be any gaps in the support you have received / your knowledge about university if you had not completed the Y12 programme prior to attending? How do you feel that gap in support has impacted you and your retention/progression/outcomes? 
Q5) If you could design the best possible system/intervention for supporting the retention, progression, and outcomes of widening participation students, what would it look like? You can include pre-entry and post-entry support. 
· Common prompts: How do you feel that would support the retention/progression/outcomes of WP students? Why do you think that would work? Could you provide more detail about what that would look like for you? You can include pre-entry and post-entry support.




















Appendix 3 – Consent Form 
 
Please sign and date at the bottom of this form to confirm the following points:  
 
1. I have read and understood the Participant Information Sheet 
 
2. I understand that my participation is voluntary 
 
3. I understand that I have the right to withdraw my participation at any point before or during the interview and can withdraw my data up to (March 1st 2026).  
 
4. I understand that my data will be anonymised 
 
5. I understand that I have the right to confidentiality 
 
6. I understand the purpose of this research 
 
7. I understand what I am being asked to do as a participant in this study. 
 
8. I understand that my choice to participate or not participate in this study will not impact my relationship with the [WP Team].
 
9. I understand that the researcher is conducting this research separately from their role within the Widening Participation team.  
 
Signed:  
Date: 
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