
 

 

Dear Mr Blake,  

We write to you on behalf of a network called Practitioners from Underrepresented Backgrounds United 
through Education (PURSUE).  

This group is open to all those engaging in Higher Education who self-identify as coming from a working-class 
background, or who align with the group’s values.  

As a network, many of us now work as practitioners in university outreach teams, or for the Uni Connect 
programme. We are a group who have personal experience of negotiating many of the challenges the Director 
for Fair Access and Participation seeks to address. As such, we write to you on behalf of our members. Not as 
institutional representatives, but as individuals who care deeply about addressing the educational inequalities 
we have faced for future generations.  

Engagement and collaboration  

Whilst we welcome renewed focus and drive in work by the sector to widen access to Higher Education, we 
are concerned with a discourse that implies engagement with schools is the ‘silver bullet’ in addressing 
inequality in access to Higher Education.  

We recognise that disparities in educational attainment for groups who are currently underrepresented in 
Higher Education is a significant challenge and welcome an impetus to engage with younger audiences. 
However, for students who are unlikely to be among the 50% already going to university, we would argue that 
basing activity to rectify this in a school classroom is flawed for two reasons. Firstly, those who are currently 
most disengaged educationally may well not be in the classroom. Secondly, for those who are, formal 
educational spaces are not conducive to building trust (Gillies, 2006; Reay, 2002).  

As a network, we would ask that greater recognition be given to community-based collaboration, and to the 
importance of work in spaces outside of formal educational settings. Settings that foster relationships built on 
trust and shared values, where young people can participate voluntarily. In doing so, we would not be asking 
to reinvent the metaphorical wheel, but rather put our shoulders to it in activity that fosters authentic 
engagement. We see such activity regularly employed within children’s social care and youth work with great 
success. Indeed, the National Youth Agency already have a set of occupational standards that root their 
approach in similar values.  

Evaluation  

As a network, we also welcome a drive to increase both the rigour and intensity of practice to evaluate 
widening participation initiatives. However, it is important to do so in a way that facilitates a recognition of 
the wider structural inequalities that young people face.  

Whilst we appreciate the value of methodologies such as Randomised Control Trials, we are concerned that 
an over-reliance on such methodologies give little or no recognition to the wider inequalities that groups of 
students who are currently underrepresented in Higher Education may face. Indeed, we have significant 
concerns that evaluative methods which give no recognition to inequality borne out of a student’s geographic 
and socio-historic location may do more harm than good.  

We would also welcome clarification on what exactly is meant by ‘independent evaluation’. Many members 
are concerned that there appears to be a conflation between independence and rigour. As a significant 



number of our members work in institutional teams who have recently employed specialist evaluators with 
doctoral qualifications, we would ask that express efforts be made to counter such notions.  

Notions of individual deficit  

‘Disadvantaged’, ‘Under privileged’ and ‘lacking in aspiration’ are terms regularly used to describe young 
people from underrepresented backgrounds.  

We would like to highlight the opportunity that a change in strategic direction offers to pivot away from the 
notions of individual deficit that have become entrenched in many approaches to widening university access 
in recent years.  

A ‘lack of aspiration’ has been long cited as a cause of inequality in Higher Education access, despite it having 
little to no foundation in evidence (Harrison and Waller, 2018; Spohrer, 2016). Alongside this, organisations 
such as the Education Endowment Foundation have stated that initiatives to raise aspiration have ‘little or no 
impact’ on improving academic attainment. A key objective within the new regulatory approach.  

For the students our work purports to provide opportunities for, such discourse perpetuates notions that 
students are personally accountable for not ‘aiming high enough’, with little or no recognition given to the 
inequalities they contend with. Given the lack of evidence surrounding efficacy, and evidence suggesting that 
rather than helping young people, such notions are actively harmful to the communities we claim to serve, we 
would ask the new regulatory language to avoid such terminology. We would also welcome regulatory 
guidance that actively dissuades the sector from ineffectual activity based in such approaches.  

The new vision  

In recent years, the Office for Students have required providers to develop Access and Participation initiatives 
that are grounded in evidence, which have a defined Theory of Change, and are based on consultation with 
key stakeholders. We would be interested to engage with the evidence behind the new directive. To better 
understand exactly how universities can raise attainment with younger students, and how expending resource 
on third party organisations will achieve this. PURSUE members have significant experience in Access and 
Participation, both lived and as practitioners – we are resolute in our commitment to the work, and the 
communities we engage with. We wish to undertake work that contributes to levelling an incredibly uneven 
playing field.  

The new regulatory vision appears to require a radically different approach to devising, delivering, and 
evaluating the activity we have developed over the last few years. As such, we would welcome a full and clear 
explanation as to why it will be more effectual, and how it aligns with principles rooted in social justice.  

We would be delighted to discuss any of the points highlighted above with you in greater detail, and look 
forward to an open and constructive dialogue moving forward.  

 

Yours Sincerely,  

 

The PURSUE network  

workingclassinwp@gmail.com  

 

 



Signatories 

Kate Venables  Senior Access and Participation Officer Arts University Bournemouth 
Vicky-Nenya Uzzell Progression Officer   Arts University Bournemouth 
Taylor Stainer  Graduate Intern (Access and Participation) Arts University Bournemouth  
Rebecca Oliver  Schools Liaison & Partnerships Manager Bournemouth University  
Emily Warwick  Widening Participation Strategy and Evaluation Manager  
Cardiff University 
Ben Copsey  Widening Participation Senior Project Officer  
City, University of London 
Ruth McFarlane  Director     DWRM 
Julie Al Hinai  project Coordinator   DWRM Education 
Rachel Baughen  Widening Access Coordinator  Edge Hill University 
Tim Roe   Widening Access Officer   Edge Hill University 
Anne Kildunne  Evaluation co-ordinator   Humber Outreach Programme 
Bethanie Eva-Hill  Collaborative Outreach Coordinator Humber Outreach Programme  
Fatimah Ahmed   MA Contemporary Literature Culture and Theory Student, Diversity and Inclusion 
representative   Kings College London  
Dr Nuala Burgess  Research Associate    King's College London 
Alison Hulme  Higher Horizons Project Officer  Keele University 
Richard Seymour  Project officer    Keele university 
Dr Stella Coyle   Lecturer in Law     Keele University  
Jodie Walker  PhD candidate in English Literature  Lancaster University 
Nik Marsdin  Morecambe Bay Curriculum Lead (Eden North Project)  
Lancaster University 
Sally Brown  Professor emerita    Leeds Beckett 
Loraine Evans  Events & Communications Manager London School of Economics 
Jack   Education Liaison and Outreach Manager Middlesex University 
Philippa Costello  Programme Manager (Economics and Finance)  
Queen Mary University of London 
Alex Veitch  Campaigns Manager   RECLAIM 
Chris Clarke  Director of Business Development  RECLAIM 
Jessica Benson-Egglenton Postgraduate Researcher     Sheffield Hallam University 
Ella Spencer  Co-President for Welfare & Campaigns  SOAS Student Union 
Rufeida Alhatimy  Student Leader    Social Knowbility  
Kev Sadler  Project Officer    Southern Universities Network 
Naomi Clements   Research and Evaluation Officer   Southern Universities Network 
Stella Jones-Devitt Professor of Critical Pedagogy  Staffordshire University 
Carli Rowell  Lecturer     Sussex University 
Dr Jon Rainford  Associate Lecturer and Honorary Associate The Open University 
Stephanie Louis  Admissions Administrator   The University of Sheffield 
Professor Mike Larkin Founder Total Equality for Students 
Emma Angell  Evaluation & Operations Manager  Uni Connect Pathways 
Dr Peter Shukie  Higher Education Lecturer   University Centre Blackburn College 
Amanda Kenningley  Deputy Head of Schools & Colleges Liaison University of Huddersfield  
Naomi Prendergast Programme Manager   University of Hull 
Charles Davis  Assistant Professor in Higher Education  University of Nottingham 
Jodie Anthony  Outreach Coordinator   University of Portsmouth 
Tian Barratt  WP Outreach Manager    University of Portsmouth 
Tom Strutton  Student Recruitment Officer  University of Portsmouth 
Cecilia Muldoon  Lecturer in Education   University of Reading 
Dr David Beck  Lecturer of Social Policy    University of Salford 
Marie Clifford  Senior Lecturer    University of South Wales 



Dr Becki Nash  Academic Skills Lead (Pre-Entry)  University of Southampton 
Matt Short  Widening Participation Evaluation Lead University of Southampton 
Dr Carlie Goldsmith Research Fellow    University of Sussex 
Dr Carlie Goldsmith Research Fellow    University of Sussex 
Dr Alexander Tansell Widening Participation Lifecycle Officer University of Warwick 
Krishna Maroo  Outreach Manager    University of West London 
Alison Etches  PhD Research Student   University of Wolverhampton 
Bethany Sumner  Senior Lecturer in Education Studies University of Wolverhampton 
Gurpinder Lalli  Reader in Education for Social Justice University of Wolverhampton 
Andrew Hunter   Access and Outreach Manager   University of York 
Sophie Blyth-Bristow Access and Outreach Manager   University of York  
Aarron Armstrong-Craddock Lecturer in Education and Inclusion Studies  
Dr Alex Blower  Access and Participation Manager  
Ashleigh Hope  Head of Access and Participation  
Becky Bainbridge  Director of Programmes  
Catherine O'Mahony School and College Engagement officer  
Catherine Parkinson Widening Participation Coordinator   
Charlotte Brooks  PhD Researcher   
Clare Mawson  Academic Engagement Manager  
David Thompson  Senior Lecturer  
Dr Teresa Crew  Senior Lecturer in Social Policy  
Eirini Tatsi  Policy Manager  
Emma Baines  Doctoral Researcher & Evaluation and Evidencing Manager  
F McKay   Educational Research and Evaluation Specialist  
Helen Stratton  College Administrator   
Helena Kelsey   Project Leader   
Jennifer Wells  Lecturer  
Jess H   Higher Education Liaison Officer  
Kay Bennett  Post 1992 University Lecturer   
Lauren Williams  Access, Participation and Student Success Officer   
Matthew Horton  Evaluation Manager  
Renata Albuquerque   Access, Participation and Student Success Manager  
Vicky Peace  Senior Insight Officer (Widening Participation)  
Vik Chechi-Ribeiro  Teacher of Science, previously Widening Participation Officer at Queen Mary University of 
London   
Yvonne Drakeley   Careers Adviser   
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