Introduction 
Widening participation in the UK has evolved over the years (Thompson, 2017). The initial focus of widening participation was to increase the representation of high-performing students from economically disadvantaged and ethnic minority communities. However, this was evolved to include students who could benefit from higher education to include a more comprehensive vision of inclusivity and accessibility in higher education (Vignoles & Murray, 2016). Student retention is one of the major challenges faced by the higher education sector in the UK (Mckendry, Wright & Stevenson, 2013). Universities with widening participation also face many challenges including low retention, low attainment and low progression rates (Moore, Sanders & Higham, 2013). 
At the heart of successful student retention and success is building a strong sense of belonging (Thomas, 2012)​. The word ‘belonging’ is deeply rooted in relationships that we establish and hence explored in educational settings (Foster et al., 2011). Previous research suggests that maturity, socioeconomic status, and ethnicity all have a significant impact on student’s sense of belonging (Rubin & wright, 2017; Strayhorn, 2018).  Therefore, it is important to understand the sense of belonging of widening participation students. 
Several studies have been conducted in the UK to understand the sense of belonging of the students to universities (Read, Archer, and Leathwood 2003; Thomas 2012). A study conducted by Ahn & Davis (2020) identified the complex and multidimensional construct of a sense of belonging including physical space and personal space as main contributors to establishing a sense of belonging in students. Physical space includes geographical and cultural space whereas personal space implies identity, life satisfaction and personal interests. This indicates that a sense of belonging is very personal to the student population and hence investigating how students perceive the sense of belonging in different settings is important. Another study by Masika & Jones (2016) identified that creating a community of practice aids the belonging of students to the institution. When students feel valued and connected,  interested in their subject area, it is more likely that they engage more deeply with their studies. So understanding what the sense of belonging means to the student population of each institution is important for designing interventions that support the sense of belonging in students. 
Building belonging Framework
Despite of enormous focus on belonging in the HE sector, belonging can be seen as a complex concept. Therefore, Wonkhe & Pearson researched the concept of belonging and developed a framework for belonging. Connection, inclusion, support and autonomy are the four key areas of the framework (Blake, Capper & Jackson, 2022).
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                  (Source: Blake, Capper & Jackson, 2022)	
Establishing a strong connection at the course level or University level is key to building a sense of belonging. This has been identified in previous studies for example, the study by Hardy & Bryson (2016) identified that supportive networks with peers and staff enormously support student engagement and success. Thomas (2012), and Masika & Jones (2016) also identified the link between social connections and the sense of belonging in their studies. 
The second important factor of the framework is inclusion which includes accessibility, neurodiversity, access to course materials, inclusive course contents and representation of staff (Blake, Capper & Jackson, 2022). Thomas (2012) affirms that an inclusive learning environment will ensure that students engage and feel like they belong to their course or institution. 
The third main factor of the framework is support. Well defined, inclusive support system is integral to building a sense of belonging in students (Blake, Capper & Jackson, 2022). This has been identified by previous studies (Means & Pyne, 2017; Ahn & Davis, 2020). The final factor of the framework is autonomy which makes students feel empowered to make choices and control of their learning. A positive relationship with sense of belonging and autonomy in students was affirmed by other studies including  Tian et al. (2023), and Vekkaila et al. (2024). 
However, there are many barriers to establishing a sense of belonging in students. This includes a lack of integration of course, curriculum, wider experience and future goals, mental health, culture and systemic barriers, lack of connections, conflicting priorities, and personal issues a few to name (Blake, Capper & Jackson, 2022; Meehan & Howells, 2019). The study by Wonkhe & Pearson concludes that when each of the four factors was facilitated well, it improved the sense of belonging in students (Blake, Capper & Jackson, 2022). Therefore, our study aims to evaluate the effectiveness of the four factors for widening participation students. We will be identifying how our students build their sense of belonging through developing connection, accessing support, accessing an inclusive curriculum and building their autonomy. 
Methodology
This study comprises three phases, each designed to capture different dimensions of student belonging throughout the academic year. University of Wales Trinity Saint David ethics committee approval was obtained for this study. This study adopts a mixed methods approach to evaluate the effectiveness of the Wonkhe framework. This approach uses both quantitative and qualitative data to provide a comprehensive understanding of the research problem (Creswell & Creswell, 2005). This approach enables us to gain insights into the complex sense of belonging concept and identify the crucial factors affecting students’ belonging. This study is conducted in three phases each phase employing online surveys, reflective logs and focus group discussions. 
Online surveys are widely used method to collect data from a broad audience and offer advantages such as ease of data collection, entry and follow-up administration (Evans & Mathur, 2005). The reflective logs are used to capture rich qualitative data providing in-depth insights into participants' thoughts, experiences and reflections (Ortlipp, 2008). Focus groups allow participants to convey their views, opinions, and experiences allowing them to discuss in a group that also generate data through interactions and group dynamics (Krueger, 1998). Although, each method has its own limitations, using the three methods will help to generate a rich data set for this study. 
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