
Research into widening participation has often centered on examinations 
of policy (e.g. McCaig, 2015; McCaig and Adnett, 2009), senior decision 
making  staff (e.g. Harrison and Waller, 2018; Jones, 2017) or on students 
themselves (e.g. Higham and Gagnon, 2017). A group that has been notable 
by their absence in the literature is the practitioners who carry out pre-entry 
widening participation interventions. My recently completed doctoral research 
explored both what is said in policy and what is done in practice capturing 
detailed narratives surrounding the challenges faced by this group in enacting 
widening participation policy as summarised on the comic panels.
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The study resulted in a number of recommendations for policymakers, 
institutions and practitioners. In order to make these more accessible than the 
thesis itself, these were condensed into a research-informed comic (Vigurs, 
Jones, & Harris, 2016). This comic was designed to both inform and provoke 
discussion. Whilst this research has foregrounded some of the challenges, the 
comic is designed to continue the conversation by engaging all stakeholders 
working in higher education. Delegates are encouraged to consider the three 
questions to the right and to discuss these at the conference and on twitter.

This study highlighted a number of key challenges to effective enactment of 
policy. These included issues at both institutional and individual practitioner 
level. At an institutional level, ideological issues surrounding who and what 
university is for were combined with the increasing pressures of marketisation 
to shape local agendas. The gap between those writing policies and those 
enacting them was also a distinct issue. At the practitioner level, increasing 
pressures on workload, lack of rigorous training to support the complex roles 
they undertook and the mismatch between the needs of their target groups 
and the institution they were employed by were often highlighted as key issues.

Share your thoughts
 on twitter

 #WPwherenext

What can we do 
collectively?

What more do we 
need to know?

What can we do as 
individuals?


