
 

 

GLAS PROJECT - SOCIAL MOBILITY BY WIDENING PARTICIPATION (CORE 
THEMES 3&4) 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SOCIAL MOBILITY & WIDENING PARTICIPATION 
POLICY DEVELOPMENT 

 

1.  Introduction 

Following discussion of these two core themes, the project consortium concluded from the cross-
national analysis of social mobility and widening participation within Higher Education that 
education systems in partner countries lack varying degrees of connectivity between phases. This 
can lead to a lack of certainty about both an individual’s educational participation and progression. 
There was recognition that the causes of low social mobility and participation are layered and many 
and therefore cannot be solved by strategies located in higher education alone. A multi-pronged 
approach is required addressing all sectors of education from early years to HE.  Government 
support and policy must involve a similarly broad and integrated strategy involving close inter – 
departmental collaboration.  

The following recommendations for best practice and recommendations for further action and 
research arose from detailed discussions at the e-conferences and the mobility in London dedicated 
to the core theme of social mobility and widening participation.  Although some recommendations 
will have greater relevance to continuing development in one partner country rather than others, 
some will have strong common applicability.   This paper should be read in conjunction with the full 
report on Social Mobility and Widening Participation. 

 

2.  Recommendations for best practice - UK 

 
• 2.1  It is essential that all Higher Education Institutions propose a “dynamic” and relevant 

definition of social mobility by widening participation for their particular needs and 
communities, (see the Ringmain model in appendix B to main report) This should be linked 
to strategic and operational planning.  Definitions should be subject to regular review as part 
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of the quality cycle as the demography of under-represented groups is likely change over 
time. 
 

• 2.2  Institutions should have a multi-departmental/faculty internal HE strategy for social 
mobility through widening participation, with named strategic and operational personnel 
and plans (potentially including Equality & Diversity staff and others as appropriate).  
 

• 2.3  There should be bespoke institutional staff and professional development opportunities 
for staff in general and for and specialist (WP) staff to enable effective and informed  
engagement with social mobility and widening participation strategies. (see Staff 
Development resources for this core theme and recommendations for  further action and 
research below). 
 

• 2.4  HEIs should recognise the importance of collecting data on the social class of students 
and their parents/carers in order to measure the effectiveness of interventions. Best 
practice in this activity should be shared between HEIs via a suitable national body such as 
the HEA. 
 

• 2.5  There should be named, senior social mobility/widening participation “champions” 
within institutions and within government. 
 

• 2.6  OFFA or HEFCE should publish best practice and evidence of Widening Participation and 
Social Mobility strategies contained in institutional Access statements and WPSAs for 
dissemination of best practice.  This should be regularly updated 

 

 

3.  Recommendations for further action and research - UK 

 
• 3.1  A multi-pronged, multi-layered and multi-departmental approach to tackle social 

mobility as a whole should be encouraged. This might include early years education, 
improved schools for poor communities and promotion of participation in education past 
the compulsory stages. This would require cross-party support involving multiple 
departments which has been achieved to some extent with the “All-Party Parliamentary 
Group on Social Mobility” in the UK, but the focus should be extended to include adults. 
Funding for such work should be cross-departmental and ring-fenced. 

 
• 3.2  The potential for embedding widening participation and social mobility concepts within 

the school curriculum (from primary upwards) should be examined so that HE is something 
that is discussed as a potential route for later life at an early age 

 
•  3.4  Funding should be allocated by government for  independent research on Higher 

Education Institutions attitudes to concepts of social mobility and their own practice 
 
• 3.5  Nationally recognised and accredited academic and professional qualifications for WP 

practitioners at undergraduate and postgraduate levels, to include full awards, short courses 
and CPD, should be developed and made available 

 
• 3.6  The definition of widening participation should be broadened to include key types of 

work based learning, in particular in-company programmes and HE level CPD which facilitate 
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access to HE learning for those in work who would not otherwise participate. This would 
require more proactive and innovative partnerships between HEIs and employers. 

 
• 3.7  The importance of APL should be recognised and supported as a key WP strategy to 

draw in potential students who might otherwise not consider HE qualifications as a way 
forward. (See APL and WBL core themes in GLAS).  

 
• 3.8  A study on the feasibility of establishing a national centre for APL and of implementing a 

consistent quality assured model for a national APL system should be conducted. (See APL 
and WBL core themes in GLAS).  

 
• 3.9  Funding should be made available to support independent research into an examination 

of a class-based resistance to change and engagement with HE and examination of why the 
lowest SES groups are still resistant to engage with HE despite work in this area. 

 
• 3.10  Research should be commissioned and conducted into current HE strategies for WP 

recruitment including inter alia underpinning philosophy, links to corporate mission, staffing, 
marketing and outreach activity. 

 
• 3.11  Research should be commissioned to improve retention and completion rates for WP 

students including a report detailing key issues with recommendations for further action. 
 

• 3.12  A  national publicity campaign which works towards achieving greater general public 
acceptance of different types of qualifications in terms of personal rewards for study should 
be set up by government.  This should include linking vocational higher level skills with the 
needs of the economy and promote parity of esteem between academic and vocational 
awards. 
 

• 3.13  A process for annual independent monitoring of national social mobility statistics and 
report for future action should be established, linked to the projected needs of the labour 
market produced.  This should also collate and publish comparisons made of best practice 
within other devolved nations and other EU countries. 

 
• 3.14  As part of monitoring the possible effect of higher fees, government should be 

prepared to consider potential stricter rules around fair access for social justice and a 
revised role of OFFA, whilst maintaining institutional autonomy for HEIs. 
 

• 3.15 Longitudinal research should be conducted into the impact of fee changes and  propose 
potential solutions to mitigate against the unintended consequences of HE reform on 
widening participation and social mobility with particular reference to gender and social 
class. 
 
 

4.  Recommendations for best practice - Spain 

 
• 4.1  Public spending on education as a percentage of GDP must not be reduced further. 

However, this policy should be linked to the analysis of the effect that the higher university 
fees have on social mobility and widening participation. 
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• 4.2  In Spain, in a context of increasing austerity and the fight to reduce the public deficit, 
the last recommendation must be accompanied by a reflection about new funding systems. 
The open debate about the Spanish and Catalan universities’ governance must also focus on 
considering the suitability of improving external funding, which is now based on fees paid by 
families, by a closer co-operation with the private/business sector. The industrial PhD model 
in Spain can be explored (see Spanish Work Based Learning case study, in WBL core theme 
documentation for further information). 
 

• 4.3  During the economic growth period, there were people who dropped out of university 
and whose qualifications are not certified (i.e. they have higher education that is not 
finished) or is lower than the labour market demands. The government - at a national and 
autonomous level - must work in collaboration with the HEI in making the access system to 
higher education more flexible. Increasing the percentage of people who can access through 
APEL and designing more modular curricula are two of the paths to explore to enable 
qualifications to be completed or updated. 
 

• 4.4  Better marketing of lifelong learning strategies and explanation of the opportunity cost 
of being a low-skilled worker. Best practices and case studies of linking career and 
professional progress with lifelong learning should be used for that purpose. 
 

• 4.5  From the Spanish perspective and its labour market inefficiencies, active labour market 
policies should be linked to WP in tertiary education as an effective strategy to improve 
individual employability. This should be a collaborative process among public bodies, HEIs 
and the business world.  
 

• 4.6  As with any other economic activity, planning and managing the public budget in a 
country, regional or local body means choosing between scarce resources; this choice can 
affect men and women differently. Traditionally, public budgets have been presented as 
gender neutral and so affecting men and women equally. But this is not the reality. The 
report talks about austerity policies, set up due to the public deficit crisis, as a handicap in 
the fight for equal opportunities, social mobility and widening participation. For this reason, 
recommendations must continue to ensure that public budgets in general, and education 
policies in particular, add the gender perspective. The II Equality Plan in the URV (2012) 
maintains amongst its objectives the elaboration of a gender-sensitive budget. This objective 
should become a reality before passing the III Equality Plan, at the HEI level as well as in the 
national and autonomic governments governing URV and all education system.  
 
 

5.  Recommendations for further action and research - Spain 

 
• 5.1  At most educational levels in Spain, school failure can be related to the educational 

attainment level of parents (Fernández Enguita, et al., 2010 1

 

). Although this is not a perfect 
sign of social class, it is clear that it is important to focus on the analysis of this relationship 
and the real factors that condition school failure at all educational levels. This is the only way 
the public policies for social mobility and widening participation will be able to focus on 
solving the real problem.  

                                                           
1 Fernández Enguita, M., Mena Martínez, L., & Riviere Gómez, J. (2010). Fracaso y abandono escolar en España. 
Social Studies Collection, num. 29, Barcelona: Fundación la Caixa. 
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• 5.2  Fund independent research on how education public spend by level of education is 
affecting drop-out rates, social mobility and widening participation into HE.  Best practices 
should be analysed at EU level. 
 

• 5.3  In Europe, participation in tertiary education has increased faster among women than 
among men and the gender balance now favours females. At the same time, dropout rate 
among women is lower than dropout rate among men. For that reason, a research study on 
how this situation is affecting equity and equality is highly recommended. The outcomes will 
be of interest to GLAS partners and other EU member states. 
 

• 5.4  Education attainment gaps between native and migrant students and the links this may 
have to social class and mobility should be analysed through action research and case study 
analysis. 
 
 
 

6.  Recommendations for best practice, further action and research – The  
Netherlands 

• 6.1  The repositioning of lifelong learning 

During the mobilities all participants agreed on the need to reposition/rebrand lifelong learning 
within educational institutions, the communities and the government. From the perspective of the 
educational institutions it is necessary to change the attitudes towards lifelong learners. Currently, 
the dialogue about lifelong learners is very much connected with deficits. The deficit model 
approach that dominates policy must be replaced by a high expectations approach. The starting 
point of this approach is the competences and (life/professional) experiences of the lifelong learners 
and the beliefs that these competences and experiences are of great value to the learning 
environment of the institutes. Using life stories of learners is a powerful instrument to change 
attitudes that jeopardize the chances of potential learners.  

A new publication about life stories would be a valuable resource and an effective 
practice/guideline/identification device for policy makers, practitioners and other lifelong learners to 
be. 

• 6.2  A community-based approach 

The community of the student plays an important role: the education of the parents, the values 
about education/learning and the existing networks influence the aspirations and the opportunities 
of the student to a great extent.  This applies especially to potential lifelong learners. This underlines 
the importance of a tailor-made and community-based approach: an active outreach policy, the 
creation of role models and the engagement with community stakeholders. Co-operation with the 
local government, local businesses and community support organisations (CSOs) is crucial. A study 
on the successes of the educational system in Toronto indicates that the role of CSOs must not be 
underestimated. Currently, the role of the CSOs is not well recognised but can play a very important 
role in connecting with potential learners in areas the universities are not familiar with, for example 
(female) volunteers that have relevant competences for higher education acquired by informal 
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learning. Regional/urban studies on the role of civic society organisations, e.g. third sector in 
outreach work, must be done to recognise the right stakeholders to work with. 

 

• 6.3  The redefinition of the educational pipeline 

The disconnection in the educational “pipeline” must be solved. In all countries the educational 
pipeline is linear and not appropriate for attracting and connecting to lifelong learners. Suggestions 
are made for a more circular model with clear connections to the labour market and learners to be 
(see Appendix B to main report). A model that is more flexible, more differentiated and connected to 
the life circle of learners (learning, studying, working). Possible solutions are the use of credit based 
modules. A vision must be developed for a new educational pipeline. This vision preferably contains 
the beliefs that lifelong learners do not and cannot drop out as such: dropping out must be seen as 
an intermission from study as opposed to dropping out. Universities should facilitate these 
intermissions. An interesting target group are the students who dropped out of the system at a 
young age. 

• 6.4  Educational innovation 

The introduction of lifelong learning programmes implies the need for educational innovation. Credit 
based modules can be one of the innovative initiatives, but also tutoring programmes where lifelong 
learners participate as tutor/mentors to young inexperienced students. In this way the institutions 
make use of the personal properties of lifelong learners in their learning environment. To be 
successful the institutions has to take into account the conditions to make sure they are ready for 
educational innovation. Before implementing, institutions should reflect on the following conditions: 

- a vision of inclusion: lifelong learners are a group of students with different backgrounds and 
experiences that need to be addressed to acquire successful learning.  

- structural changes on different levels: implementing educational innovation requires 
changes in organisation, student, curriculum and staff, all levels of innovation have to be 
taken into account. One of the pitfalls is a focus primarily on students and not on staff. 

- platforms for mutual learning: platforms must be developed to facilitate the innovative 
changes and mutual learning. Members of staff, lifelong learners, members of community 
service organisations and professionals from the labour market must participate in these 
platforms. 

- sustainability: to guarantee sustainability, an infrastructure for monitoring and longitudinal 
research into lifelong learning initiatives must be developed. In The Netherlands a method of 
working with performance agreements between the government and the educational 
institutions has been set up to accommodate educational change. From this a study on 
working with performance agreements within the context of lifelong learning is 
recommended. 
 
 
 


