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Enabling equality of access in higher education for 
underrepresented groups: a realist ‘small step’ approach 
to evaluating widening participation
Nathaniel Pickering

Directorate of Student Engagement, Teaching and Learning, Sheffield Hallam University, 
Sheffield, UK

ABSTRACT
This article presents the evaluation of a small-scale widening 
participation intervention delivered by a Post-92 university to 
further education students traditionally underrepresented in 
higher education. The intervention aimed to provide high qual
ity information, advice and guidance about higher education 
opportunities and benefits through four workshops, so that 
participants could increase their confidence and skills and 
make informed decisions about their future.A realist small 
steps approach to evaluation was applied to explore the effec
tiveness of the intervention and why it was successful. Activity 
based focus groups were employed to address the research 
questions into how participants acquired and internalised 
knowledge about higher education and how this led to change 
or action. The evaluation found that the effectiveness of the 
intervention was limited because of poor attendance at the 
workshops. It was also found to be more beneficial to students 
who were pursuing a higher education pathway, as they highly 
valued the access to ‘hot’ knowledge the programme provided. 
However, for some participants, decisions were restricted 
because of financial constraints. An updated theory of change 
is presented that includes new and updated enablers that will 
make the intervention more effective in the future.

KEYWORDS 
Higher education; widening 
participation; realist 
evaluation; critical realism

Introduction

The Office for Students (OfS) has identified that students from low socio
economic backgrounds, certain ethnic groups, care leavers, carers, people 
estranged from their families, refugees, mature and disabled students are under
represented in higher education in England (OfS 2018b). These groups have 
been identified as facing a range of structural barriers that hinder their progres
sion into higher education, especially high-status institutions. Information and 
guidance about higher education that enables decision making has been identi
fied as an area where underrepresented groups experience significant disadvan
tage (BIS 2016). Higher education providers are required to deliver outreach 
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activities that will help increase the access and participation of underrepresented 
groups within their own institution and across the sector (OfS 2018a).

This article presents the evaluation of the Progress Support Initiative 
(PSI), an outreach activity delivered by an English Post-92 university to 
further education students from underrepresented groups. The programme 
was also open to students who were homeless or at risk of homelessness, or 
who had recently experienced extenuating circumstances or financial hard
ship, as the Institution had identified these groups as underrepresented in its 
student body or as facing access challenges. The initiative aimed to provide 
high quality information, advice and guidance about higher education 
opportunities and benefits, so that participants would have the confidence 
and skills to make informed decisions about their future.

PSI consisted of four 90-minute group mentoring workshops with one 
session being extended to include a campus tour. Two sessions were deliv
ered on the university campus and two at the participating college. Each 
session addressed a specific area that the PSI team had identified as challen
ging for these groups: higher education decision making, identification of 
transferable and interview skills, Universities and Colleges Admissions 
Service (UCAS) applications and writing a personal statement, and student 
life and finance (Figure 1 – Activities). The PSI workshops included a range 
of activities to engage participants, including presentations, videos, discus
sion, and individual and group tasks.

The workshops were delivered by one widening participation practitioner, 
and two fully trained student mentors who identified as belonging to one of the 
underrepresented groups. Two colleges, identified by the regional outreach 
consortium as needing additional support to help their students into higher 
education, took part in the initiative. The regional outreach consortium is part 
of the National Collaborative Outreach Programme that was set up in 2017 
with the aim of rapidly reducing ‘the gap in higher education participation 
between the most and least represented’ and is focused on areas ‘where there is 
the greatest potential for impact’ (OfS 2019, 4). The consortium has identified 
and developed relationships with a range of schools and colleges where data 
and evidence suggest ‘higher education participation by young people is low 
overall and lower than expected given their GCSE results’ (OfS 2019, 4). The 
consortium facilitated the initial contact between the colleges and university 
running the PSI activity. Once the colleges had been approached and had 
agreed to take part, participants for PSI were recruited from underrepresented 
groups who were interested in higher education by staff at each of the colleges 
in September 2018. A total of 26 students participated, 14 from College 1 (C1) 
and 12 from College 2 (C2). The evaluation took place in May 2019, after all 
four workshops had taken place.

Harrison and Waller's (2017) realist small steps approach to evaluation 
was adopted for this project, as it is a pragmatic method that focuses on why 
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an intervention was successful rather than solely on whether it was success
ful. Their approach is designed specifically for the evaluation of outreach 
activities and recognises the complex social world in which these widening 
participation interventions take place (Harrison and Waller 2017).

This evaluation intended to explore the effectiveness of PSI in developing 
the participants’ knowledge about higher education and how PSI has 
increased their skills and confidence to make informed decisions about 
their future. In considering if and why the intervention was ‘successful’, 

Figure 1. PSI theory of change.
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the following questions guided the evaluation: How have participants’ 
knowledge about higher education developed as a result of PSI? Do PSI 
participants feel more confident in making decisions about their future? 
What enabled PSI to be successful?

This article starts by positioning PSI within the existing widening participa
tion literature on information and guidance, and critical realism as a theoretical 
approach to outreach research and evaluation. Harrison and Waller's (2017) 
realist small step approach to evaluation, and what makes it different from 
a traditional realist evaluation, is outlined. The consultation process pursued 
for the development of PSI’s theory of change and how success is measured is 
then discussed. Next, the qualitative methodological approach and the use of 
activity-based focus groups are considered; the findings from each activity are 
then presented.

The evaluation found that PSI’s effectiveness was limited because of poor 
attendance at the workshops; it also mainly benefited students who were 
pursuing higher education as it provided access to informal (‘hot’) knowledge, 
which was highly valued (Ball and Vincent 1998). PSI did help cement decisions 
already made about higher education especially for those applying to the uni
versity delivering the outreach programme. The decisions of some participants 
appeared to be restricted because of structural constraints such as financial 
concerns or location. The results are then discussed in relation to other widening 
participation research, and the article concludes by presenting a modified theory 
of change that focuses on the enablers that would make PSI more effective in the 
future.

Literature review

PSI was predominately developed from practitioner knowledge, lived 
experience, day to day practice and external policy drivers. While PSI was 
designed with no explicit connection to existing research, it still aligned with 
the available literature and addressed a need identified in widening participation 
research. PSI is a discrete programme, but it also sits within a wider offer of 
outreach activities delivered by the university that aims to facilitate access into 
higher education. The delivery of information, advice and guidance is just one 
small element of the wide path into higher education for students.

One of the major drivers for PSI was the changes in Government policy 
over the last ten years. Policies have aimed to improve the ‘fairness of 
opportunity and to stamp out discrimination’ in higher education access 
by giving students the ‘same choices’ through improving the availability and 
quality of information about higher education options (BIS 2016, 54). This 
included information about entry requirements, fees and accommodation 
costs, course and assessment content, teaching quality, and future career 
and earning prospects. Recent higher education policies in ‘England have 
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assumed that students make’ choices about their education in an ‘indivi
dualised, rational, instrumental and, ultimately, context-free manner’ 
(Baker 2019, 1). However, this perspective ignores the structural constraints 
(financial resources, social networks, educational background and social 
capital) that can restrict or impede the choices students make (Whitty, 
Hayton, and Tang 2015).

Prospective higher education students from high participating groups 
have a greater appetite for information about higher education compared to 
those in traditionally underrepresented groups (Renfrew et al. 2010). Those 
who ‘consider themselves well informed about [higher education] courses 
are more likely to be successful in their applications than those who do not’ 
(Purcell et al. 2008, 161). Those from privileged educational backgrounds 
also receive more extensive support and guidance as a result of higher levels 
of social, cultural, and economic capital (Jones 2013).

Widening participation students are less likely to access formal sources of 
information such as government websites and institutional prospectuses 
(Moore, Sanders, and Higham 2013). They also ‘require greater help and 
advice in accessing information and increasing levels of awareness of uni
versity options’ (Hunt et al. 2018, 33). However, high quality information 
can ‘strongly influence’ their ‘intention to pursue post-compulsory educa
tion’ (McGuigan, McNally, and Wyness 2016, 484). This information needs 
to be received at the right educational stage (Sutton Trust 2008) and to be 
delivered by trained professionals (Borghans et al. 2015) to have a positive 
impact. These students also want clear and easily accessible information that 
is appropriate to their circumstances (Moore, Sanders, and Higham 2013) 
and they highly value information delivered by ‘role models’ or current 
higher education students (Sanders and Higham 2012).

Research in this area has typically utilised Bourdieu’s (1977, 1986) conceptual 
lens to ‘understand the role of structure in contributing to unequal [higher 
education] decisions and choices’ (Baker 2019, 2). There has been a particular 
focus on capital and how different types, amounts and quality of capital might 
advantage or disadvantage students when accessing different habitus such as 
higher education institutions, especially high-status universities (Ball et al. 2002; 
Bradley and Ingram 2013; Crozier et al. 2008). Drawing on this research and 
Bourdieu’s notions of capital and habitus, Hayton and Bengry-Howell (2016) 
have developed an evaluative framework that can be used to show the impact of 
widening participation intervention. The NERUPI Framework is ‘predicated on 
a cultural model of widening participation’ and aims to connect metadata, 
theoretical research and practitioners (Hayton and Bengry-Howell 2016, 46).

However, the use of Bourdieu’s concepts in widening participation research 
are being challenged by the emergence of social realist epistemologies that are 
being applied to issues of inequality in higher education (Dyke, Johnston, and 
Fuller 2012; Case 2015; Kahn 2016; Baker 2019). The ‘critical realist position 
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attempts to avoid’ the ‘structuralist approach’ of Bourdieu, and allows the 
researcher to ‘explore the relationship between personal, social and cultural 
resources that emerge, develop and are transmitted over time and across gen
erations’ (Dyke, Johnston, and Fuller 2012, 832). Baker’s (2019) work is of 
particular interest to this evaluation as she explored how agency is exerted in 
the face of structural constraints by socio-economically underrepresented 
further education students making their higher education choices. The research 
concluded that higher education providers can assist in increasing fairer access 
through outreach schemes that make enablements which broaden the scope for 
decisions to be transformed into choices.

This emerging theoretical approach to widening participation has led to calls 
for social realism to be applied to the evaluation of widening participation 
activities because they represent complex social interventions (Harrison et al. 
2018; Brown 2018). Burke and Lumb (2018) present an evaluative methodology 
that cautiously uses realist perspectives, while Kahn (2016) and Harrison and 
Waller (2017) explicitly outline how a realist approach can be applied in the 
evaluation of widening participation activities.

This approach was chosen because it claims to be designed to ‘engage with the 
intricate realities of how human choices are made within complex social fields’ 
(Harrison and Waller 2017, 84). This should allow this evaluation to fully 
explore how confident PSI participants are in making informed decisions 
about their future and the interplay between agency, structure and social change.

Methodology

Harrison and Waller (2017) state that their approach sits broadly within the 
realist worldview and is influenced by Pawson’s (2006, 2013) realist evaluation. 
They share Pawson’s (2006, 25) belief that ‘contextual constraints’ in which 
social change programmes operate shape the initiative’s success or failure. 
Therefore, the fate of an intervention lies in the choices that people make, and 
these choices are shaped by existing characteristics and relationships that 
empower or disempower individuals to resist or embrace a programme of 
change. For Harrison and Waller (2017), higher education choices are con
strained by accumulated structural educational inequalities.

The objective of traditional realist evaluations is to discover ‘what works for 
whom in what circumstances’, rather than merely assessing if something works 
(Pawson and Tiley 1997, 114). However, Harrison and Waller's (2017, 85) 
approach differs as their focus is on understanding why an intervention 
works, not just whether it works. They encourage evaluators to examine the 
‘magic box’ of social interventions to establish what processes make the pro
gramme successful. They also suggest that widening participation interventions 
are only effective if they successfully disrupt ‘structural educational inequalities’ 
(Harrison and Waller 2017, 86).
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While they claim not to be prescriptive about particularities of how 
evaluations should be operationalised, they do suggest five principles of 
effective evaluation practice. These ‘relate to theories of change, causality, 
measurement, timescales and disadvantage’ (Harrison and Waller 2017, 85). 
The small steps approach is also methodologically neutral and encourages 
the evaluator to use methods appropriate to the needs of the intervention, 
the participant groups, and the practitioners involved.

Harrison and Waller (2017, 85) state that if an intervention is to cause change, 
there needs to be ‘clear articulation of the mechanisms’ through which change 
will occur. They suggest using a theory of change as it can be ‘evaluated in terms 
of its effectiveness in describing processes and predicting outcomes’ (Harrison 
and Waller 2017, 85). However, they provide very little guidance on what type of 
theory of change should be used or how it should be developed.

PSI was designed and delivered without a theory of change being developed; 
this was undertaken retrospectively before the evaluation took place. Drawing 
on the guidance from Harries, Hodgson, and Noble (2014), a theory of change 
was designed in consultation with the PSI team (Figure 1). The theory of change 
is represented through a logic model as this allows for a substantial amount of 
detail without being overly complicated.

Originally, the final goal of PSI was to increase the progression and success of 
underrepresented groups into higher education. However, in alignment with the 
small steps approach, a final goal was identified that was directly connected to 
the intervention and measurable within the timeframe of the evaluation without 
the need for long-term tracking. The final goal or marker of success was 
identified as ‘PSI Participants feel confident and have the skills to make informed 
decisions about their future’. Building on the existing research, this outcome 
assumes that underrepresented groups do not have the confidence, skills, 
experience, or networks to make informed decisions.

The PSI was delivered with no intermediate outcomes; however, each 
workshop had four to five learning outcomes. The PSI team and evaluator 
reflected on these to see how they could be evolved into measurable 
intermediate outcomes that could be tested and aligned with the final 
goal. Four intermediate outcomes were articulated, which focused on 
increasing knowledge, experiences, or changing the behaviour of partici
pants. A small steps evaluation eschews ‘attitudinal measures in favour of 
those based on knowledge and behaviour’ as this improves the reliability 
and validity of the evaluation (Harrison and Waller 2017, 86).

The next stage in the development of the theory of change involved the 
PSI team reflecting on the programme and identifying the ‘enablers’ that 
allowed the intervention to succeed (Harries, Hodgson, and Noble 2014). 
They identified three enablers but were unable to express why they were 
important to the intervention. Understanding why these enablers were 
important is a key element in assessing the success of the programme. As 
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PSI had already been delivered it seemed unnecessary to consult on the 
other aspects of the theory of change (activities and inputs), but these stages 
are represented in the logic model.

Taking into consideration the principles laid out by Harrison and Waller 
(2017), the purpose of the evaluation, and the operational constraints of the 
project, a qualitative methodology was chosen. Qualitative methodologies 
emphasise the ‘context that influences people’s actions or interactions and 
the meaning that people ascribe to their experience’ (Yilmaz 2013, 313). 
Focus groups were used as the data collection method as they ‘excel at 
providing insights into the process rather than outcome’, which is crucial 
in answering the evaluation questions (Barbour 2007, 30). Using the appro
priate heuristic direction, this method provides insight into how people 
acquire and internalise knowledge, leading to action or change (Kamberelis, 
Dimitriadis, and Welker 2018).

Focus groups can also shift the power or control from researcher to partici
pants, allowing participants to shape the nature of the discussion (Raby, 2010). 
The repositioning of the researcher as facilitator can lead to more authentic data, 
as participants direct the conversation according to what is important to them. 
Kitzinger (1994) suggests using activities in focus groups as a way to stimulate 
discussion, break down the power dynamics between participants and provide 
research artefacts that can be used in analysis.

The focus groups for this evaluation were structured around two activities, 
concept maps and statement ranking, which were chosen as they would allow 
the exploration of student knowledge and understanding (Kandiko and Mawer 
2013). The activities were also designed to test whether or not PSI had achieved 
the outcome identified in the theory of change (Figure 1 – Outcomes).

The first activity was used to explore how further education students’ 
knowledge about higher education was developed, where they obtained that 
knowledge and how PSI contributed to that process. The concept map 
method provides a ‘window into students’ minds’, differentiates between 
‘information as knowledge and personal understanding’, the ‘perceived 
importance of concepts’ and the relationship between them (Kandiko and 
Mawer 2013, 17). The second activity was designed to explore how con
fident participants felt about processes that involved making decisions about 
their future. A ranking activity was used as it provides a focused starting 
point from which participants can share their thoughts and feelings, while 
still meeting research objectives (Colucci 2007). The statements were devel
oped in consultation with the PSI team and based on PSI content.

The focus group artefacts were examined using thematic analysis, which is 
best suited for the analysis of ‘evaluation oriented focus groups when the intent 
is to understand the . . . impact associated with a programme’ (Massey 2011, 22). 
The activities were ‘initially analysed visually and holistically, taking emergent 
structures into account’ (Kandiko and Mawer 2013, 20). This approach allows 
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for a greater level of ‘flexibility to draw out different sorts of connections, 
relationships or themes’ (Wheeldon and Ahlberg 2017, 6). The activities from 
each college were also examined for similarities, variance, and common percep
tions. The researchers also noted the pathways of the students who created the 
activity data so that differences could be identified.

Even though the institutions delivering the outreach programme already had 
a data sharing agreement in place with the colleges, full ethical approval was 
sought from the evaluator’s institution, as some of the students in the under
represented groups could be classified as vulnerable individuals. The evaluation 
was ethically approved, but it was advised that all information sheets and 
consent forms should be sent at least a week before the field work so participants 
could fully consider if they wanted to participate. A focus group was run at each 
college and was open to all 26 participants of PSI. The focus groups were 
attended by 12 students, four from C1 and eight from C2. All the focus group 
participants at C1 reported their ethnicity as White, there was one female 
participant, all were aged between 16  and 18 years old, and all four participants 
disclosed having some form of learning or physical disability. At C2 two female 
and four male participants reported their ethnicity as Black, two male partici
pants reported their ethnicity as Asian, they were all aged between 17 and 
18 years old, and three male students disclosed a learning disability.

Findings

Dawson and Dawson (2018, 1412) encourage researchers to share methodolo
gical challenges and to ‘publish negative or non-significant results as well as 
positive results’. The ability of the focus group participants to reflect fully on PSI 
was severely restricted because of limited attendance at the four workshops. 
Attendance at the PSI workshops decreased significantly throughout the pro
gramme, with only four students at C1 and two students at C2 attending the last 
session and only four students attending all four workshops.

Attendance is a complex issue, with many structural constraints and external 
factors affecting it. The rescheduling of assessment deadlines at C2 meant 
students prioritised completing coursework over attending the third PSI work
shop delivered at the college. Funding constraints at C2 also meant they stopped 
providing a minibus service to the university campus for the fourth session of 
PSI. Consequently, students needed to take two buses for which they had to pay 
the cost upfront and be reimbursed later. Participants from C1 had a range of 
complex health and disability needs that had an impact on their general 
attendance and engagement at college, which therefore affected their attendance 
at PSI sessions. Whilst each PSI workshop is delivered as a self-contained 
session, they do supplement each other, developing a student’s understanding 
and knowledge of higher education. The impact of PSI was contextually con
strained by an individual’s choice to attend workshops, but these choices in turn 
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were shaped by existing structures and funding changes (Pawson 2006). The 
challenges regarding attendance also had an impact on the evaluation’s data 
collection, as participants could not reflect on all the PSI activities. However, 
what was also clear is that students pursuing a higher education pathway had 
acquired knowledge and information about their choices from sources other 
than PSI so were still able to participate in the focus groups activities that aimed 
to assess what knowledge students had and where they had obtained it.

Activity 1: concept maps

The first stage of the concept mapping involved participants discussing their 
current knowledge and understanding about higher education and student life. 
The facilitators aided this discussion by asking questions or introducing topics 
from a crib sheet that was based on the content covered in the four PSI work
shops (see Figure 1 – Activities). Five concept maps were created, two at C1 and 
three at C2.

Participants’ knowledge about higher education from both colleges seemed to 
be predicated on their chosen pathway. The knowledge base of those who had 
decided on a higher education pathway was very high and detailed, while those 
pursuing alternative pathways had limited knowledge about higher education. 
This was particularly evident at C1 where three participants were pursuing 
alternatives to higher education, such as a level three apprenticeship, working 
in the family business, or remaining at the college to do further level three 
studies. Their knowledge about higher education and the decisions that needed 
to be made to progress to university were shallow, as it was not relevant to their 
chosen pathway. However, for the one student who was applying to university, 
they had a wide range of knowledge about finance, bursaries, disabled students’ 
allowance, and accommodation options. They were also very aware of the 
course’s academic requirements, content, and the application process.

At C2, five participants were planning on going onto higher education, 
two were applying for level four apprenticeships, and one was undecided 
about their future. The seven participants pursuing higher education asso
ciated pathways demonstrated high levels of knowledge about all aspects of 
higher education and student life. They discussed the types of courses and 
institutions available to them according to their predicted tariff points, and 
whether or not they could do a work placement with those courses.

The participants at C2 had an extremely high level of awareness of the 
financial implications and benefits of higher education and spoke exten
sively about money, fees and debt, with some suggesting they applied to 
local universities and were choosing to live at home to reduce costs. The 
apprenticeship students had also selected this route because of the financial 
benefits of working and free tuition. One participant said they would choose 
the university that gave them an unconditional offer. All C2 participants also 
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had a good understanding of the application process for higher education as 
all of them had to write a personal statement regardless of their chosen 
pathway through unifrog. Unifrog is a complete destination platform which 
allows students to compare every opportunity and apply successfully for 
higher education. It also enables students, teachers, and counsellors to work 
collaboratively on the application process.

Once the focus groups participants’ knowledge about higher education 
was exhausted, the facilitators moved onto the second stage of the concept 
map. This involved the facilitators asking probing questions about where 
participants had gained that knowledge. It was sometimes challenging for 
participants at both colleges to identify exactly where, when or how some 
knowledge was acquired. However, they often identified or speculated about 
multiple sources or occasions where they felt knowledge was or would have 
been gained. This implies that knowledge acquisition about higher educa
tion is cumulative and needs constant reinforcement.

Participants from both colleges identified the colleges’ careers service and 
college tutors as their primary source of support when making plans and 
decisions about their future. The second most cited source of information for 
participants at both colleges was unifrog as it provided all the information 
needed, in one easily accessible place. All participants also gained information 
about their chosen pathway through independent research online. Additionally, 
many of the students had accessed their chosen university's websites to see what 
additional help, support, or bursaries they could apply for because of their 
personal circumstances. While many participants had accessed a wide range of 
sources for information, only two participants had used league tables or com
parison sites in their research about courses. Participants at C2 also identified 
a wide range of informal networks, such as friends, relatives, and social media, 
where they got information about higher education. These networks seemed 
very important to these students, and they highly valued the information they 
received from these sources.

PSI did not necessarily provide students with new information, knowledge or 
guidance, but it did help to cement existing understanding and provide different 
perspectives. Participants at C1 found the PSI workshops gave practical tips 
about the application process, such as how to write a personal statement, which 
they found beneficial. Participants from both focus groups liked attending the 
workshops based at the university and the campus tour. For three students who 
had been unable to attend a university open day, it allowed them to see the 
accommodation and facilities on offer, which they highly valued. For partici
pants that had applied to the university delivering the outreach activity, PSI 
reinforced their decisions about which course they wanted to pursue, because 
during the campus tour, they saw the facilities available for that subject area.

PSI content that addressed broader information about higher education, 
such as how to apply to Oxbridge, was less valued. However, content that 
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was specific about the courses or bursaries available at the institution which 
was delivering the outreach programme was highly appreciated. All parti
cipants wanted PSI to offer more specific information about the courses they 
wanted to study and the financial support they would receive.

Participants from C1 and C2 repeatedly referred to ‘informal’ conversa
tions with the PSI lead or student mentors during workshop activities or on 
the campus tour. Participants appreciated that they could ask the PSI lead 
specific questions regarding entry requirements for their institutions and 
about bursaries and disability support. Participants said the mentors shared 
an example of assignments they were writing and talked about how they 
balanced work, study, and student life, and the independence they had at 
university, which participants found very useful and interesting.

Activity 2: statement ranking

Participants were given ten statements about higher education and student life. 
In pairs, they were asked to discuss the statements and each choose two cards to 
represent what they felt confident about and two cards that they felt the least 
confident about. They were then asked to share their choices with the rest of the 
group. The facilitators explored with the students why they had made the 
choices they did and what role PSI had in helping them feel confident or not.

Participants considering higher education all chose statements concern
ing UCAS, the application process, or writing personal statements, as the 
things about which they felt most confident. They all said they received 
a lot of support and guidance from college staff to complete applications. 
They also discussed how useful unifrog was as it sent them reminders of 
application deadlines, provided exemplar personal statements and was 
helpful for researching courses and universities. However, the students 
wanting to progress onto an apprenticeship said they had found the 
application process confusing, did not feel confident about the informa
tion they received and thought PSI should have covered this. Many of the 
students, regardless of their pathway, felt the least confident about how to 
perform well in an interview and in identifying transferable skills.

The students who attended the PSI workshop on identifying transferable 
skills and interview techniques said they found this session very beneficial as it 
was helpful to have a discussion with the student mentors and hear about their 
experiences of university and work interviews. Four students said they felt less 
confident about the financial or disability support they would receive if they 
chose to come to the institution delivering the outreach activity and suggested 
that PSI should include this information. However, this was included in the last 
workshop of PSI, which had very low attendance.
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Discussion

This evaluation was aiming to explore the effectiveness of PSI in developing 
participants’ confidence, skills, and knowledge so they could make informed 
decisions about their future. It was also seeking to understand why it was 
successful and what enabled change. For Harrison and Waller (2017, 82) the 
effectiveness of an intervention is an informal judgement about the ‘amount 
of change that can be ascribed to a programme’. As this was a small-scale 
study, it is necessary to discuss the findings in context to existing widening 
participation research to increase the validity of the evaluation.

Widening participation activities with multiple interventions have been 
shown to have a positive impact and increase the likelihood of someone 
progressing to university (Hatt, Baxter, and Tate 2005). PSI’s four workshops 
were designed to build on underrepresented groups’ knowledge and increase 
their exposure to higher education over time. However, the inconsistent atten
dance of participants undermined the effectiveness of the multiple workshops. 
While participants had been identified as one of the inputs in the PSI theory of 
change, they were not represented in the enablers. They need to be, going 
forward, so that adequate strategies can be put in place to encourage attendance, 
which, in turn, will increase the effectiveness of the programme.

Knowledge about higher education, the application process, financial impli
cations of going to university, and student life seemed to vary according to the 
pathway students were pursuing. According to Moore, Sanders, and Higham 
(2013), information delivered through outreach activities has to be applicable 
and relevant to participants, so it can be applied after an intervention if it is going 
to increase knowledge, lead to action or change. PSI participants valued infor
mation and guidance given through PSI which was relevant and applicable to 
them. The time spent on the university campus was enjoyed by all, regardless of 
their pathway, and gave students access to an unfamiliar higher education 
habitus, which enabled them to ‘anticipate, experience, and reflect’ upon being 
a higher education student (Hayton and Bengry-Howell2016, 47).

Participants drew on a variety of sources to develop their knowledge. 
However, there was a preference for ‘hot’ knowledge that was acquired through 
the ‘grapevine’ and was socially embedded in the students’ ‘networks and 
localities’ (Ball and Vincent 1998, 377). All PSI participants knew friends and 
relatives who were at or had been to university and this was an important source 
of information for them. However, this information source could unintention
ally omit the breadth of higher education choices available, especially in relation 
to allegedly higher status universities as people from underrepresented groups 
often make decisions based on the belief or perception that some universities are 
not for them. Students will actively avoid certain universities such as high-status 
ones, instead seeking out alternatives that they believe or perceive to have the 
same ‘values or culture’ as themselves (Crozier, Reay, and Clayton 2019, 923). 
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Social media networks, such as Snapchat and Instagram, also seemed essential to 
how participants at C2 conceptualised student life. However, Turner (2017) 
found that social media does not necessarily increase a student’s knowledge 
about university, but it does seem to influence their choice of where to study. 
The reliance on friends, relatives and social media networks potentially could 
limit the type and depth of information and guidance students are receiving 
about all their available options for the future.

PSI participants predominantly relied on college staff for information and 
guidance about higher education decisions. Shaw (2012) identifies college tutors 
as a source of ‘hot’ knowledge as the information becomes socially embedded 
with time. The college staff also acted as ‘enablers’, who had not been identified 
in the original PSI’s theory of change. The college staff recruited participants on 
behalf of the institution running the outreach programme and organised the 
dates and times of the workshops; they, therefore, could play a key role in 
increasing the attendance of students. Sanders and Higham (2012) found the 
presence of current students at outreach activities can increase the effectiveness 
of an intervention. This was found in PSI where the student mentors’ ‘hot’ 
knowledge about the whole student experience seemed to be highly valued by 
participants, especially those at C2.

For Harrison and Waller (2017), an effective widening participation inter
vention should change accumulated structural inequalities, and help students 
realise their ambitions. Students at C2 appeared to have their choices restricted 
because of financial consideration or predicted grades that are often inaccurate, 
especially for students from underrepresented groups (Boliver, Gorard, and 
Siddiqui 2017). For some participants, the choice of course and the university 
was determined by its location, and whether or not they could commute from 
home; this significantly reduces options, which according to Reay (2017) rein
forces and exacerbates already existing educational inequalities.

Conclusion

This evaluation set out to answer the following questions: How have partici
pants’ knowledge about higher education developed as a result of PSI? Do PSI 
participants feel more confident in making decisions about their future? What 
enabled PSI to be successful? The evidence presented in this article implies that 
the impact of PSI is limited. However, Harrison and Waller (2017, 85) caution 
against making ‘strong conclusions about an activity and its causal effects on 
individuals’, and instead ‘advocate evaluating the success of activities in terms 
of . . . intermediate processes’. The low attendance at some of the PSI workshops 
reduced the effectiveness of the programme. In partnership with college staff, 
strategies to improve attendance need to be developed to increase the impact of 
the programme.
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PSI enabled some of the participants to feel more confident about their 
higher education decisions and cement and reinforce knowledge already 
held, particularly for those who had applied to the university running the 
outreach activity. PSI also gave the participants access to ‘hot’ knowledge 
through informal conversations with student mentors, which was highly 
valued by participants.

The PSI workshop based at the university and the campus tour allowed 
students to imagine themselves in an academic habitus. Students not plan
ning to progress to higher education seemed to find the programme less 
relevant to their situation. For some participants, decision making seemed 
to be shaped by structural constraints such as location of the institution and 
financial concerns, which might not be experienced by more advantaged 
students. Some of the challenges PSI faced could be overcome if it were 
more fully grounded in existing research on applicability and relevance of 
content (Moore, Sanders, and Higham 2013), and involved students in the 
content design.

Harrison and Waller (2017) see evaluation as a circular process that 
should be used to interrogate and hone an intervention. In exploring why 
PSI was effective, the evaluation highlighted the significant role the enablers 
played in causing a change in participants. It also provided insight into why 
existing enablers were important and identified additional ones. The two 
new enablers are both external to the PSI team and careful consideration 
will need to be given to how these can be maximised to improve the 
effectiveness of the programme. The theory of change has been honed to 
reflect these new insights (Figure 2).

The timing of this study meant it was an endpoint evaluation, and further 
consideration to embedding evaluative practices throughout PSI should be 
given. Quantitative pre and post measures based on ‘knowledge and behaviours’ 
could be designed for each workshop. Whilst understanding why something 
works is important, in order to begin to break down educational inequalities, 
knowing ‘what works for whom in what circumstances’ is crucial (Pawson and 
Tiley 1997, 114). This would align the small steps approach with traditional 
realist evaluation and would allow structural inequalities to be addressed more 
fully. Future evaluations of PSI should, therefore, capture more detailed demo
graphic information during the field work so the analysis can be done for 
different underrepresented groups. However, the ethical implications of this 
should be carefully thought through as PSI has a small number of participants, 
which would make any conclusion about the impact on different demographic 
groupings less robust.

A pivotal element to the Harrison and Waller (2017) approach is the theory of 
change, although the theoretical guidance is not specific about how this should 
be developed. The theory of change developed for PSI was predominantly based 
on implementation theory, i.e. it dealt with ‘what was required to translate 
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objectives into ongoing service delivery and programme operation’ (Blamey and 
Mackenzie 2007, 444). However, for widening participation interventions, pro
gramme theory may be more appropriate as it emphasises the ‘causal links 
between the mechanisms released by an intervention and their anticipated 
outcomes’ (Blamey and Mackenzie 2007, 445).

The evaluation of widening participation is an emerging field, especially for 
small-scale institutionally delivered activities such as PSI. The establishment of 
the Centre for Transforming Access and Student Outcomes in Higher 
Education (TASO) by the OfS will raise its profile considerably in the future. 
It is hoped that this evaluation can contribute to that emerging field, and other 
evaluators and widening participation practitioners will build on its insights to 
create interventions which bring about equality and social justice in higher 
education access.

Acknowledgment

The author would like to thank Neil Harrison and Richard Waller for their correspondence about 
the small-steps approach and for reading a draft of this article. The author would also like to thank 

Figure 2. Modified theory of change.

126 N. PICKERING



Gemma Derrick from the Centre for Higher Education, Research and Evaluation at the 
University of Lancaster for her insightful and challenging feedback that helped transform the 
preliminary draft.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

Notes on contributor

Nathaniel Pickering is a Senior Lecturer in Research, Evaluation and Student Engagement at 
Sheffield Hallam University.  His role includes externally funded research within higher 
education and institutional research and evaluation focused on improving student experi
ences and outcomes.  Nathaniel's research focuses on access in to higher education, social 
justice in education, and educational policy discourse.

ORCID

Nathaniel Pickering http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9025-6426

References

Baker, Z. 2019. “Reflexivity, Structure and Agency: Using Reflexivity to Understand Further 
Education Students’ Higher Education Decision-making and Choices.” British Journal of 
Sociology of Education 40 (1): 1–16. doi:10.1080/01425692.2018.1483820.

Ball, S. J., and C. Vincent. 1998. “‘I Heard It on the Grapevine’: ‘Hot’ Knowledge and 
School Choice.” British Journal of Sociology of Education 19 (3): 377–400. doi:10.1080/ 
0142569980190307.

Ball, S. J., J. Davies, M. David, and D. Reay. 2002. “‘Classification’ and ‘Judgement’: Social 
Class and the ‘Cognitive Structures’ of Choice of Higher Education.” British Journal of 
Sociology of Education 23 (1): 51–72. doi:10.1080/01425690120102854.

Barbour, R. S. 2007. Doing Focus Groups. Los Angeles: Sage Publications.
Blamey, A., and M. Mackenzie. 2007. “Theories of Change and Realistic Evaluation: Peas in a Pod 

or Apples and Oranges?” Evaluation 13 (4): 439–455. doi:10.1177/1356389007082129.
Boliver, V., S. Gorard, and N. Siddiqui. 2017. “A More Radical Approach to Contextualised 

Admissions.” In Where Next for Widening Participation and Fair Access? New Insights 
from Leading Thinkers, edited by N. Hillman, 23–28. Oxford: HEPI & Brightside.

Borghans, L., B. H. H. Golsteyn, A. Stenberg, and J. van Wouwe. 2015. “Does Expert Advice 
Improve Educational Choice?” PLOS One 10 (12): 1–28. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0145378.

Bourdieu, P. 1977. Outline of a Theory of Practice. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Bourdieu, P. 1986. “The Forms of Capital.” In Handbook of Theory and Research for 

Sociology of Education, edited by J. G. Richardson, 241-258. New York: Greenwood.
Bradley, H., and N. Ingram. 2013. “Banking on the Future: Choices, Aspirations and 

Economic Hardship in Working-Class Student Experience.” In Class Inequality in 
Austerity Britain: Power, Difference and Suffering, edited by W. Atkinson, S. Roberts, 
and M. Savage, 51–69. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

RESEARCH IN POST-COMPULSORY EDUCATION 127

https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2018.1483820
https://doi.org/10.1080/0142569980190307
https://doi.org/10.1080/0142569980190307
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425690120102854
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356389007082129
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0145378


Brown, G. 2018. “Realist Evaluation.” In Five Years of WPREU: Critical Reflections on 
Evaluation, Policy and Practice in Widening Participation and Student Success, edited 
by J. Crockford, Z. Baker, G. Brown, R. Hordósy, S. Linskill, and M. Miller, 76–80. 
Sheffield: University of Sheffield.

BIS (Department for Business, Innovation & Skills). 2016. Success as a Knowledge Economy: 
Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice. London: HMSO.

Burke, P. J., and M. Lumb. 2018. “Researching and Evaluating Equity and Widening 
Participation: Praxis-Based Frameworks.” In Evaluating Equity and Widening 
Participation in Higher Education, edited by P. J. Burke, A. Hayton, and J. Stevenson, 
14-30. London: Trentham Books.

Case, J. M. 2015. “A Social Realist Perspective on Student Learning in Higher Education: 
The Morphogenesis of Agency.” Higher Education Research & Development 34 (5): 
841–852. doi:10.1080/07294360.2015.1011095.

Colucci, E. 2007. ““Focus Groups Can Be Fun”: The Use of Activity-Oriented Questions in 
Focus Group Discussions.” Qualitative Health Research 17 (10): 1422–1433. doi:10.1177/ 
1049732307308129.

Crozier, G., D. Reay, and J. Clayton. 2019. “Working the Borderlands: Working-Class Students 
Constructing Hybrid Identities and Asserting Their Place in Higher Education.” British 
Journal of Sociology of Education 40 (7): 922–937. doi:10.1080/01425692.2019.1623013.

Crozier, G., D. Reay, J. Clayton, L. Colliander, and J. Grinstead. 2008. “Different Strokes for 
Different Folks: Diverse Students in Diverse Institutions - Experiences of Higher Education.” 
Research Papers in Education 23 (2): 167–177. doi:10.1080/02671520802048703.

Dawson, P., and S. L. Dawson. 2018. “Sharing Successes and Hiding Failures: ‘Reporting 
Bias’ in Learning and Teaching Research.” Studies in Higher Education 43 (8): 1405–1416. 
doi:10.1080/03075079.2016.1258052.

Dyke, M., B. Johnston, and A. Fuller. 2012. “Approaches to Reflexivity: Navigating 
Educational and Career Pathways.” British Journal of Sociology of Education 33 (6): 
831–848. doi:10.1080/01425692.2012.686895.

Harries, E., L. Hodgson, and J. Noble. 2014. Creating Your Theory of Change: NPC’s Practical 
Guide. London: New Philanthropy Capital.

Harrison, N., K. Vigurs, J. Crockford, C. McCaig, R. Squire, and L. Clark. 2018. Evaluation of 
Outreach Interventions for under 16 Year Olds: Tools and Guidance for Higher Education 
Providers. Bristol: Office for Students.

Harrison, N., and R. Waller. 2017. “Evaluating Outreach Activities: Overcoming Challenges 
through a Realist ‘Small Steps’ Approach.” Perspectives: Policy and Practice in Higher 
Education 21 (2–3): 81–87. doi:10.1080/13603108.2016.1256353.

Hatt, S., A. Baxter, and J. Tate. 2005. “Who Benefits from Widening Participation? A Study 
of Targeting in the South West of England.” Journal of Further and Higher Education 29 
(4): 341–351. doi:10.1080/03098770500353508.

Hayton, A., and A. Bengry-Howell. 2016. “Theory, Evaluation, and Practice in Widening 
Participation: A Framework Approach to Assessing Impact.” London Review of Education 
14 (3): 41–53. doi:10.18546/LRE.14.3.04.

Hunt, C., B. Collins, A. Wardrop, M. Hutchings, V. Heaslip, and C. Pritchard. 2018. “First- 
and Second-Generation Design and Engineering Students: Experience, Attainment and 
Factors Influencing Them to Attend University.” Higher Education Research & 
Development 37 (1): 30–43. doi:10.1080/07294360.2017.1342607.

Jones, S. 2013. ““Ensure that You Stand Out from the Crowd”: A Corpus-Based Analysis of 
Personal Statements according to Applicants’ School Type.” Comparative Education 
Review 57 (3): 397–423. doi:10.1086/670666.

128 N. PICKERING

https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2015.1011095
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732307308129
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732307308129
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2019.1623013
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671520802048703
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2016.1258052
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2012.686895
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603108.2016.1256353
https://doi.org/10.1080/03098770500353508
https://doi.org/10.18546/LRE.14.3.04
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2017.1342607
https://doi.org/10.1086/670666


Kahn, P. 2016. “Reflexivity and Agency: Critical Realist and Archerian Analyses of Access 
and Participation.” In Access to Higher Education: Theoretical Perspectives and 
Contemporary Challenges, edited by A. Mountford-Zimdars and N. Harrison, 128–141. 
London: Routledge.

Kamberelis, G., G. Dimitriadis, and A. Welker. 2018. “Focus Group Research And/in 
Figured Worlds.” In The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research, edited by 
M. K. Denzin and Y. S. Lincoln, 692–716. London: SAGE.

Kandiko, C. B., and M. Mawer. 2013. Student Expectations and Perceptions of Higher 
Education Student Expectations and Perceptions of Higher Education. London: Quality 
Assurance Agency & King’s Learning Institute.

Kitzinger, J. 1994. “The Methodology of Focus Groups: The Importance of Interaction between 
Research Participants.” Sociology of Health & Illness 16 (1): 103–121. doi:10.1111/1467-9566. 
ep11347023.

Massey, O. T. 2011. “A Proposed Model for the Analysis and Interpretation of Focus Groups 
in Evaluation Research.” Evaluation and Program Planning 34 (1): 21–28. doi:10.1016/j. 
evalprogplan.2010.06.003.

McGuigan, M., S. McNally, and G. Wyness. 2016. “Student Awareness of Costs and Benefits 
of Educational Decisions: Effects of an Information Campaign.” Journal of Human 
Capital 10 (4): 482–519. doi:10.1086/689551.

Moore, J., J. Sanders, and L. Higham. 2013. Literature Review of Research into Widening 
Participation to Higher Education: Report to HEFCE and OFFA by ARC Network. Bristol: 
HEFCE & OFFA.

OfS (Office for Students). 2018a. Regulatory Advice 6: Good Practice Advice on the 
Preparation of Access and Participation Plans for 2019–20, OfS 2018.06. London: OGL.

OfS (Office for Students). 2018b. Regulatory Notice 1: Access and Participation Plan 
Guidance for 2019–20, OfS 2018.03. London: OGL.

OfS (Office for Students). 2019. National Collaborative Outreach Programme (NCOP): Two 
Years On, OfS 2019.45. London: OGL.

Pawson, R. 2006. Evidence-Based Policy: A Realist Perspective. London: SAGE.
Pawson, R. 2013. The Science of Evaluation: A Realist Manifesto. London: SAGE.
Pawson, R., and N. Tiley. 1997. Realistic Evaluation. London: SAGE.
Purcell, K., P. Elias, R. Ellison, G. Atfield, D. Adam, and I. Livanos. 2008. Applying for Higher 

Education – The Diversity of Career Choices, Plans and Expectations. London: Higher 
Education Career Services Unit.

Raby, R. (2010). „Public selves, inequality, and interruptions: The creation of meaning in 
focus groups with teens.„ International Journal of Qualitative Methods 9 (1): 1-15. 
doi:10.1177/160940691000900101

Reay, D. 2017. Miseducation: Inequality, Education and the Working Classes. Bristol: Policy Press.
Renfrew, K., P. Davies, H. Baird, A. Hughes, H. Green, J. Mangan, and K. Slack. 2010. 

Understanding the Information Needs of Users of Public Information about Higher 
Education: Report to HEFCE by Oakleigh Consulting and Staffordshire University. 
Bristol: HEFCE.

Sanders, J., and L. Higham. 2012. The Role of Higher Education Students in Widening Access, 
Retention and Success: A Literature Synthesis of the Widening Access, Student Retention 
and Success National Programmes Archive. York: Higher Education Academy.

Shaw, J. 2012. “A Case Study Exploring Student Choice Making Behaviour and Progression 
Agreements.” Research in Post-Compulsory Education 17 (1): 115–123. doi:10.1080/ 
13596748.2012.649969.

RESEARCH IN POST-COMPULSORY EDUCATION 129

https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9566.ep11347023
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9566.ep11347023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evalprogplan.2010.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evalprogplan.2010.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1086/689551
https://doi.org/10.1080/13596748.2012.649969
https://doi.org/10.1080/13596748.2012.649969


Trust, S. 2008. Increasing Higher Education Participation Amongst Disadvantaged Young 
People and Schools in Poor Communities: Report to the National Council for Educational 
Excellence. London: Sutton Trust.

Turner, M. L. 2017. “Like, Love, Delete: Social Media’s Influence on College Choice.” 
Journal of College Admission 237 (Fall): 31–33.

Wheeldon, J., and M. Ahlberg. 2017. “Mind Maps in Qualitative Research.” In Handbook of 
Research Methods in Health Social Sciences, edited by P. Liamputtong, 1-17. Singapore: 
Springer.

Whitty, G., A. Hayton, and S. Tang. 2015. “Who You Know, What You Know and Knowing 
the Ropes: A Review of Evidence about Access to Higher Education Institutions in 
England.” Review of Education 3 (1): 27–67. doi:10.1002/rev3.3038.

Yilmaz, K. 2013. “Comparison of Quantitative and Qualitative Research Traditions: 
Epistemological, Theoretical, and Methodological Differences.” European Journal of 
Education 48 (2): 311–325. doi:10.1111/ejed.12014.

130 N. PICKERING

https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.3038
https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.12014

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Literature review
	Methodology
	Findings
	Activity 1: concept maps
	Activity 2: statement ranking

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgment
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributor
	ORCID
	References



