	
	
	



The Path to Success: A student-centred Framework for Thriving in Widening Access Higher Education
Introduction
Background to Widening Access
Widening access to higher education, particularly in the UK, refers to efforts aimed at increasing the participation of underrepresented groups in universities. This includes individuals from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds, ethnic minorities, mature students, and those with disabilities (Thompson, 2017). This notion has evolved, moving beyond increasing numbers to encouraging an inclusive environment that addresses the systemic barriers faced by these groups. Historically, higher education in the UK was predominantly accessible to privileged individuals, but with the advent of policies aimed at social equity, such as those influenced by the Office for Fair Access (OFFA) and later the Office for Students (OfS), more inclusive strategies have been implemented to facilitate equitable access to higher education (Mangan et al., 2010; Harrison and Waller, 2017; Hoskins and Ilie, 2017).
Approaches to widening access initiatives can often combine outreach programmes, financial support mechanisms, and admissions strategies that acknowledge the unique circumstances of applicants from underrepresented backgrounds. These efforts are aimed at creating a higher education system where academic potential, rather than socio-economic background or previous educational achievement, determines university participation​ (Pickering, 2021). Outreach initiatives, such as school visits, mentorship programmes, and pre-university preparatory courses, are designed to raise aspirations and provide crucial information about higher education to those who may not have considered it a viable option. Additionally, financial support in the form of grants and bursaries helps to mitigate the economic barriers that often hinder access to university​ (Moores and Burgess, 2022).
Challenges of Widening Access
Despite the positive advances made toward widening access, numerous challenges persist for students from underrepresented backgrounds. As pointed out by Harrison and Waller (2017) students from disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to access financial resources, which in turn impacts their retention and academic performance​. Recurrent themes reveal financial stress, lack of social capital, and difficulties in adjusting to the academic rigors of higher education as issues. Students from lower-income families, for example, often face significant financial burdens that can limit their ability to engage fully with university life. 
Another notable challenge for widening access students is the lack of academic preparedness. Many students entering university through widening participation programmes may not have the same level of prior academic achievement as their peers. This can result in feelings of inadequacy and imposter syndrome, making it difficult for them to integrate into the academic environment​ (Martin, 2024). For mature students, the pressures of balancing family, work, and education further exacerbate these challenges. As Adams and Blair (2019) suggest, time management and the juggling of responsibilities outside of university can impact on the success and well-being of mature students​.
Coping Strategies
Given these challenges, widening access students often use a variety of coping strategies to navigate the higher education landscape including the use of social support networks, both formal and informal. Universities offer services such as academic mentoring, mental health counselling, and peer support programmes, which can provide essential scaffolding for students struggling with the demands of higher education​ (Pointon-Haas et al., 2024). Informal networks, such as family and friends, can also play a crucial role in providing emotional and practical support.
Additionally, students often employ adaptive academic strategies, such as seeking out additional tutoring or forming study groups, to improve their academic performance. Self-efficacy, or the belief in one’s own ability to succeed, has been identified as a critical factor in the success of widening access students. Studies by Al-Abyadh and Abdel Azeem (2022) indicate that students with higher levels of self-efficacy are better able to overcome academic and personal challenges​.
For mature students, flexibility is often a key coping mechanism. The ability to study part-time, access online resources, or attend classes outside of traditional working hours allows mature students to manage their multiple responsibilities more effectively. Liesbet Saenen et al. (2024) propose that this is where universities can play a vital role by offering flexible, co-designed learning opportunities and an inclusive environment that accommodates the diverse needs of their student population​.
Existing Framework for Widening Access Student Support
Many UK universities have established comprehensive frameworks to support widening access students. These frameworks often include targeted outreach initiatives, financial aid packages, and student support services that are designed to address the specific needs of students from underrepresented groups. For example, universities may offer contextualised admissions policies, which consider a student’s personal and educational background when considering their application​ (Mountford-Zimdars, Moore and Graham, 2016).
Support services are typically extended beyond the admissions process, with universities offering academic tutoring, mental health services, and career support to help students succeed once they are enrolled. The role of Student Success Officers or dedicated widening participation teams has become increasingly important in guiding students through their academic journey (Thomas, 2017). These support systems are essential for improving retention rates and ensuring that widening access students are not only admitted to university but are also given the tools and resources necessary to succeed​ (Stone, 2021; Webb et al., 2023).
Wider Policies and Procedures Affecting Widening Access Students
National policies and institutional strategies continue to shape the widening access agenda in UK higher education. The government’s commitment to social mobility through education is reflected in the policies of bodies such as the OfS, which monitors the performance of universities in achieving their widening participation goals. Funding structures, such as the provision of grants and bursaries for low-income students, are a direct result of government policies aimed at reducing the financial barriers to higher education​ (Thomas, 2017).
In recent years, there has also been an increasing focus on student outcomes, with universities being held accountable not just for admitting widening access students but for ensuring their success throughout their academic journey. The use of data analytics to track student performance and identify at-risk students has become a key part of the strategy to improve retention and graduation rates among widening access students​ (Russell, Smith and Larsen, 2020). Moreover, policies around inclusivity and diversity training for university staff aim to create a more supportive and welcoming environment for students from all backgrounds (Richards et al., 2023).
Methodology 
Qualitative Study
A qualitative research approach was chosen for this study to investigate the in-depth experiences of widening access students, enabling a multilayered understanding of their unique challenges and experiences. Qualitative research is particularly well-suited to exploring complex social phenomena, such as the barriers these students face and the strategies they use to overcome them, as it allows for rich, detailed narratives to emerge (Lim, 2024). In this context, qualitative research is effective in capturing the subjective experiences of students, which are often nuanced, personal, and shaped by their individual backgrounds, identities, and social contexts. This method allows researchers to gain insight into students' perspectives, fostering a holistic understanding of their journeys (Hall and Liebenberg, 2024).
Semi-Structured Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were selected as the primary data collection method for this study. This approach allows for a flexible yet structured interaction between the interviewer and the participant, enabling the researcher to establish key themes while also allowing participants to express their views freely. The semi-structured nature of the interviews ensures that core topics are covered while giving participants the space to share their unique experiences and insights. This method allows the interviewer to probe further into specific areas of interest, adapting questions based on participants’ responses to explore emerging themes and nuances (Adeoye‐Olatunde and Olenik, 2021).
Thematic Analysis
​Thematic analysis was chosen as the analytical method for this study, as it provides a robust framework for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns or themes within qualitative data (Squires, 2023). This approach allows researchers to systematically code and categorise data, ensuring that key themes are captured accurately. Thematic analysis enables the organisation and description of data in rich detail, making it particularly useful for exploring the diverse experiences of widening access students, capturing both individual and shared aspects of their stories. This method allows for flexibility in interpreting complex and layered narratives, facilitating a deeper understanding of the common challenges and coping strategies reported by participants, while also highlighting unique experiences that may otherwise remain overlooked (Naeem et al., 2023).
Logistics
The study followed strict ethical guidelines, including obtaining ethical approval from the university's ethics board, ensuring that the research adhered to standards of integrity and participant safety. Informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to the interviews, ensuring that they were fully aware of the study’s aims, the voluntary nature of their participation, and their right to withdraw at any time without consequence. Interviews were conducted via MS Teams, recorded with participants’ consent, and later transcribed verbatim for in-depth analysis. Confidentiality was rigorously maintained throughout the study, with all identifying information being anonymised to protect participant privacy. Participants were recruited through purposive sampling, specifically targeting students who met predefined criteria relevant to the study’s objectives. The recruitment process aimed to achieve data saturation, typically reached after 8–12 interviews (Hennink and Kaiser, 2022), ensuring that no new themes or insights emerged during the final stages of data collection, thus providing a comprehensive understanding of the participants' experiences.
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