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Executive Summary 

 

 

Despite increases in the attendance of Scottish students from deprived backgrounds 

to Scottish university, those from lower economic backgrounds still are less likely to 

go to university than their better off counterparts (UCAS, 2019). The Scottish 

Government have set out many targets and policies for widening participation. 

Widening participation is also a key target for the University’s themselves, with their 

own targets and policies. 

 

In this policy proposal, the government’s policies and targets will be evaluated with 

respect to the Scottish universities’ policies and targets and will see where the 

government have succeeded and where the government has not done enough. 

 

The policy recommendations that follow from this research are: 

 

• More ambitious targets to be set by the Scottish Government regarding 

proportion of entrants from the 20% most deprived areas to higher education. 

 

• Targets should be compulsory not merely recommended. 

 

• Scottish Governmental policies should require universities to introduce/ 

develop pre-entry programmes targeted at pupils from widening participation 

backgrounds interested in any degree programme (further the scope of 

Reach/Access to the Professions). 

 

• Scottish Governmental policies should require universities to include pupils 

attending higher progression schools but that meet other widening 

participation requirements to participate in pre-entry programmes. 
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Background 
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Background  
 

There is a general consensus that, in Scotland, there should be equal opportunities for 
individuals aspiring to go to university, and measures should be in place to ensure this 
(Scottish Government, 2019). This has been reinforced by representatives of the 
Scottish Government, who have indicated that “education in Scotland should be based 
on the ability to learn, not the ability to pay”(Scottish Government, 2019). These aims, 
however, are far from being realised; with evidence suggesting that a majority of 
university students come from affluent backgrounds. As a result, widening access to 
higher education – particularly amongst those from socio-economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds – has become an increasingly pressing policy priority. 
Notably, this was reflected in the 2013 Post-16 Education (Scotland) Act, which 
required that Scottish Higher Education Institutions illustrate a commitment to 
widening participation. Three areas of focus have subsequently been identified: 
 

• Extending opportunities by increasing the proportion of students entering 
Scottish universities from disadvantaged and challenging backgrounds. 

 

• Increasing the proportion of students from different protected characteristic 
backgrounds (such as age, race and disability), where these are 
underrepresented in the student population. 

 
• Working with universities to support students from the above groups and to 

help them continue and go on to complete their qualification once they have 
gained a place at university. 

 
(Weedon, 2014) 
 
Whilst there is some evidence to suggest that efforts to widen participation in higher 
education have been successful, individuals from socioeconomically disadvantaged 
backgrounds continue to be underrepresented. This existent, but slow growth in 
higher education participation and degree acquisition amongst those from low-income 
backgrounds suggests that more needs to be done to equalise opportunities and 
remove barriers, and that this should remain a key priority for education policy 
(Blanden and Machin, 2013).  
 
Indeed, with the increased difficulty for these students to get into university, there is 
a risk that this will prevent individuals from being able to realise their potential. This 
impacts on future employment and earning prospects. Thus, the barriers to higher 
education play a role in replicating and exacerbating inequalities which, in turn, 
prevent social mobility (Burnell, 2015). These negative consequences further extend 
to both the universities and society as a whole; the systemic exclusion of those from 
socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds means that Higher Education 
Institutions and the labour market do not benefit from the talents and ability that these 
individuals have the potential to offer (Machin, 2011) 
 
On this basis, the advantages of widening access to higher education are widespread 
and improving access should therefore be advocated. 
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What work has been done? 
 
Admissions to university take into account a number of measures related to economic 
background of applicants, which students are required to supply within their 
application. These, subsequently, factor into the decision of what grades the applicant 
must get in order to be accepted into the university. In practice, the result of this is 
that those coming from more disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds will receive 
an offer which reflects the barriers that they might have faced in the process of 
reaching the stage where they are applying to university (Commissioner for Fair 
Access, 2017). 
 
Furthermore, universities across Scotland have the opportunity to target 
socioeconomically disadvantaged groups both before they come to apply for higher 
education, and while they are studying at their institution. The ‘widening participation’ 
bracket being targeted by universities comprises of a range of applicant groups, 
including individuals that have/are:  

• Attended a school with less than 35% of pupils progressing to higher education 
• Spent time in care 

• Residing in MD20 or MD40 postcodes according to the Scottish Index of 
Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) where MD20 encompasses the 0-20% most 
deprived areas while the MD40 encompasses the 21-40% most deprived 
postcodes 

• Returning to education as an adult via an Access Course 

• Refugee/asylum seeker status 

• In receipt of the Educational Maintenance Allowance (EMA) 

• In receipt of Free School Meals 

• First in the family to attend higher education 
• Coming from Further Education College (FEC)  
 
(Croll and Browitt, 2015) 
 

This works alongside the Schools for Higher Education Programme (SHEP), which is 
a nationwide project to promote higher education through activities such as academic 
support, mentorship and university visits amongst others (University of Edinburgh, 
2019). 

 
 

The approach of the Scottish Government 
 
The Scottish Government have set a multitude of goals in line with their commitment 
to widen access to higher education. Indeed, it has been stated, by the First Minister 
that, in Scotland, the aim exists that “a child born today in one of our most deprived 
communities [should have] no less a chance of going to university than a child born in 
one of our least deprived communities” (Scottish Government, 2016a). 
 
These goals were compiled into a set of recommendations published by the Scottish 
Government’s Commission on Widening Access in 2016 in their ‘Final Report of the 
Commission on Widening Access’. 
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These recommendations state that: 

• All universities should be as open and transparent as possible over their use of 
access thresholds and wider contextual admissions policies. In particular, they 
should seek to maximise applications from disadvantaged learners by 
proactively promoting the access thresholds to the relevant schools, pupils, 
parents, local authorities and teachers. 

• By 2030, students from the 20% most deprived backgrounds should represent 
20% of entrants to higher education. Education of access should be seen in both 
the college sector and the university sector. 

o To drive progress towards this goal: 
 By 2021, students from the 20% most deprived backgrounds 

should represent at least 16% of full-time first-degree entrants to 
Scottish Higher Education Institutions as a whole. 

 By 2021, students from the 20% most deprived backgrounds 
should represent at least 10% of full-time first-degree entrants to 
every individual Scottish university. 

 By 2026, students from the 20% most deprived backgrounds 
should represent at least 18% of full-time first-degree entrants to 
Scottish universities as a whole. 

 In 2022, the target of 10% for individual Scottish universities 
should be reviewed and a higher-level target should be considered 
for the subsequent years. 

• By 2019, all universities should establish widening participation access 
thresholds for all degree programmes which should be distinct from standard 
entry requirements. 

• Universities should increase engagement with Scotland’s youngest children and 
their families in the most deprived communities. 

• Universities, in their work with schools, should compile greater responsibility 
for the development of applicants from disadvantaged backgrounds by 
presenting academically based programmes to support educationally able 
pupils. 

• Universities should work with colleges and local authorities to enable pupils to 
access a range of Higher and Advanced Higher courses. 
 

 
(Scottish Government, 2016a) 
 
Following the Commission on Widening Access to Higher Education, the Higher 
Education Minister indicated that the targets set by the Scottish Government have 
been embedded within university Outcome Agreements, in addition to the 
introduction of a full, non-repayable bursary of £7,625 for young care experienced 
students, and the establishment of an Access Delivery Group to oversee this delivery 
and monitor progress, whilst also strengthening the implementation of programmes 
and promoting farer access. It was further added that, to support this work going 
forward, the Scottish Government had arranged to provide universities with a real-
term budget increase of 1.9%. In 2016, the Scottish Government appointed Sir 
Professor Peter Scott to the role of Commissioner for Fair Access to help lead this 
effort. The intention behind this was to advise the government and other institutions 
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on how to develop best practice and improve the evidence base, whilst also holding 
them to account (Scottish Government, 2018). 
  
Having identified why it is important that individuals from disadvantaged 
socioeconomic backgrounds are represented in higher education, and established the 
position of the Scottish Government on this issue, this policy proposal will now 
examine and compare the policies at Edinburgh and Glasgow Universities, and 
consider how these, alongside those set out by the Scottish Government, can be 
enhanced to widen access to higher education. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Background  
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Fig. 1. Proportion of offers by SIMD for all ages from 2010-2017 for (a) all Scottish providers, (b) 
University of Glasgow, (c) University of Edinburgh – note the different Y-axis scales (UCAS, 2019) 

 
As the only two Scottish Russell Group universities, the University of Glasgow and the 
University of Edinburgh provide particularly important case studies. Fig. 1 plots the 
proportion of offers given by all Scottish universities (a), the University of Glasgow (b), 
and the University of Edinburgh (c) against the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation 
(SIMD) – a measure that identifies areas of relative deprivation in Scotland based on 
different socio-economic domains. With each quintile representing equal populations, 
it is easy to see that equality between the most deprived areas (Quintile 1) and least 
deprived areas (Quintile 5) is far from being achieved. The SIMD also refers to these 
quintiles as ‘MD20’ or ‘MD40’ etc., meaning the 20% most deprived areas (Quintile 1) 
and the 40% most deprived areas (Quintile 2) respectively. 
 
At the University of Edinburgh (Fig. 1c), the offer rate for students in quintile 5 was at 
39.0%, whereas for students in quintile 1 it was at 10.5% in 2017 (UCAS, 2019). While 
this shows significant progress from 2010, when the offer rate was 41.7% and 5.8% for 
students from quintile 5 and 1 respectively (UCAS, 2019), the differences between the 
groups are nevertheless major. It is surprising then that the university reported in 
2018 already that the target set by the Commission for Widening Access (10% of full-
time first-degree entrants should be students from the 20% most deprived 
backgrounds by 2021) has been met 3 years ahead of schedule (University of 
Edinburgh, 2018). 
 
The University of Glasgow is able to report slightly better numbers with an offer rate 
of 33.3% and 13.9% for students of the fifth and first quintile respectively in 2017. 
However, these numbers differ only slightly from those in 2010 when the university 
had an offer rate of 34.4% for quintile 5 students and 11.6% for quintile 1 students 
(UCAS, 2019). This indicates that the university will have to invest in a more ambitious 
Widening Participation strategy should it wish to continue progressing in that regard. 
 
Among those students admitted through Widening Participation programs, most are 
able to successfully complete their HE qualification – the progression rate is only 
slightly smaller than for students not admitted through WP programs. However, 
students admitted through WP programs are less likely to achieve top class degrees 
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(achieved 1st or 2.1) than their counterparts, mostly due to prior qualifications being 
a key factor in influencing degree outcomes (Croxford et al., 2013). 
The context of these data and appropriate policy responses are considered in more 
detail below 
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Section 2 
Case studies  
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Case Studies 

 
 
 
This research utilises the comparative method to analyse the success of the Widening 
Participation (WP) programmes of two Scottish Universities (the University of 
Glasgow and the University of Edinburgh) and compare these to the guidelines 
proposed by the Scottish Government regarding Widening Access to Higher 
Education. In these cases, ‘success’ will be measured as not only the number of 
applicants and entrants from widening participation backgrounds, but as the 
completion rates of these students and their overall performance at university.  From 
this, recommendations will be made to the Scottish Government on how to improve 
their guidelines and make them clearer regarding the processes Universities should 
incorporate to successfully widen access to higher education to those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds.  
 
The cases selected to compare with the Governmental guidelines are the University of 
Edinburgh and the University of Glasgow. These have been chosen based on a most 
similar systems design; both of these institutions are members of the Russell Group 
(meaning they are world class universities for both research and teaching, that are 
competitive to secure a place with) and both are located in the central belt region of 
Scotland (meaning that they are easier accessed by people from the most deprived 
areas of Scotland as these tend to be on the central belt [Scottish Government, 2016b]) 
Only two cases are being selected for this research (small-n study) as they will be 
discussed in great depth and can provide insightful comparison to the published 
governmental work. 
 
This method has its limitations. A small-n study of only two universities fails to 
acknowledge potentially successful widening access programmes at other universities, 
not just in Scotland, but globally. Furthermore, studying easily accessible Universities 
in terms of proximity to the most deprived areas (as both cases being studied are 
located on the Central Belt) disregards this factor in influencing where young people 
from the most deprived areas end up going to University. This can be further analysed 
in a later study but is not the focus of this research. 
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Case Studies 

 
 

Current initiatives 
 
The University of Edinburgh, consistent with their newly published widening 
participation strategy, aim to engage with students and communities throughout a 
student’s academic life, and because of this, they have programmes that interact with 
primary school aged students up until, and during the university application process: 
 

The Primary and Early Secondary School programme works with 13 primary schools 
and their catchment area secondary schools and reaches around 400 students each 
year.  

• Provides modern language classes and aims to increase aspiration and the 
perception of accessibility of university to schools and students who are not well 
represented in higher education. 
 

The Access to the Professions programme supports students from South East Scotland 
who attend schools with low progression to higher education gain access to 
competitive degree programs such as Law, Medicine and Veterinary medicine. The 
project reaches 63 schools and works with student in their mid to late years of 
secondary education (S4-S6). 

 

• Since its development in 2002, 1102 pathway students have continued to study 
at the University of Edinburgh. 

 

• Since it was developed in 2011, 70 Reach students 
 

• In 2017 the two programmes combined took on 707 students. 
 

The LEAPS programme aims to improve awareness of higher education to 19 low 
progression schools and encompasses the Schools for Higher Education Programme 
(SHEP). 

 

• Works with students from S3 onwards in target schools and individuals’ 
students that fulfil the widening participation criteria from S5 onwards. 

 

• In 2016, 658 offers were made to 1077 LEAPS eligible pupils with 336 accepting 
their offer and started studying at UoE that year. 

 
(Widening participation at The University of Edinburgh, 2017)  

 
The Sutton Trust is a scheme that is run in 13 leading universities across the UK, 
including the University of Edinburgh and the University of Glasgow. It aims to give 
access to students who fall under the criteria below, a week-long residential university 
experience. 

• Criteria: 
-  First generation to enter higher education 



 

Buchanan Institute | 14 

- Attend below average attainment school 
- POLAR (postcode measure of deprivation) 
- SIMD  
- Looked after/ in care 
 

• When students that attended this summer-school were asked about their 
relative likelihood to apply to the University of Edinburgh there seemed to be a 
significant increase (see figure below). (Croxford et al., 2013) 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.2. Feedback collected from students who attended the Sutton summer school in 2017 (University 
of Edinburgh, 2017). 

 
The above programmes are not completely comprehensive of all the programmes that 
the University of Edinburgh has developed or is involved in, but are reflective of the 
spread of initiatives that the university offers. 

 
 

New initiatives that have been developed: 
 
As of 2019 the University of Edinburgh has published their new widening participation 
strategy which aims to combat their plateauing number of students who fit the 
widening participation criteria. Although the University of Edinburgh has made 
significant strides in its attempts to widen participation, the originally rapid progress 
has significantly slowed down over the years, and in some colleges, there has been a 
decline.  The new strategy highlights the following plans (University of Edinburgh, 
2019). 
  

• Launching a pilot secondary school partnership programme (Your Ed): to 
support more students from low attaining or low-progression (to HE) schools 
into the University of Edinburgh      

• New part time Access route:  into arts, humanities and social sciences degrees. 
Over the next few years foundation and access routes into the University for 
further academic disciplines will be developed. 
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• Additional funds: to enhance the student experience for students from 
widening participation backgrounds, funds to support participation in sports 
and student societies.  

• Edinburgh Cares:  A new corporate parenting strategy and action plan to 
further support students from care backgrounds. 

• SUCCESS – a service supporting care experienced students to access 
education. The university of Edinburgh has played a role in the development 
of this service. 

• Principal’s Teaching Award Scheme (PTAS): the scheme aims to further 
widening participation. 

 
(University of Edinburgh, 2019) 
 
 

Issues to be addressed 
 
The disparity between proportional admission of students from private schools has 
been noted (see figure below), but the University of Edinburgh does not believe that 
contextualising offers based on the type of school attended is fair or necessary 
(Croxford et al., 2013). 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.3. Data showing % students with each WP indicator by college and type of prior qualification 
(Croxford et al., 2013 
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Increasing entrants to the university from widening participation backgrounds is 
useful, however, retention of those students to go on to complete their degree is also 
key. Recent data shows that students from widening participation backgrounds have 
the same level of progression as their non-WP counterparts. However, WP students 
are less likely to attain distinction/honours compared to their non-WP counterpart 
(see figure 4), with the largest disparity between a 1st and a 2.1. This data indicates 
that the progression of WP students through their degree should also form a part of 
government policy. Although the University of Edinburgh does provide support to WP 
students during their studies, they should also consider extra academic support for 
their students to allow these WP students to achieve top degree classifications. The 
study from which this data was drawn indicated that degree outcome was based mainly 
on previous qualifications, thus when WP students are accepted to the university with 
contextualised offers, they are already at a disadvantage and require more support 
than their peers (Croxford et al., 2013). 

Fig.4. Progression and degree classification of WP students and non-WP students (Croxford et al., 
2013). 
 
The University of Edinburgh, alongside other Russell group universities, has made 
strides to widen participation to facilitate a student body that is representative of the 
population. In 2014/15 55% of Scottish domicile students had one or more WP 
characteristic, this being a 10% increase from the previous year (University of 
Edinburgh, 2016). The University of Edinburgh has bypassed the Commission for 
Widening Access target of 10% of intakes to come from the 20% most deprived areas 
of Scotland by 2021, 3 years in advance, and continues to implement more initiatives 
to help its local schools (Widening participation, 2019). Some of the initiatives that 
Edinburgh has been involved in have shown a significance improvement and should 
be used when discussing governmental policy. It should also be noted that the 
University of Edinburgh and others have developed these initiatives on their own and 
have little guidance from the governmental Commission. 
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Case Studies 

 

 
 
Annually, around one third of undergraduates coming to the University of Glasgow 
(UoG) are from widening participation backgrounds as defined above (Croll and 
Browitt, 2015). 
 
The University of Glasgow run a number of Pre-Entry programmes targeted at pupils 
attending schools where less than the Scottish average of 35% of graduates progress to 
Higher Education. 
 
The Top Up Programme targets schools in the West of Scotland with a progression 
rate of less than 26%. 

• Works with around 1,800 S5-S6 pupils annually. 
 

• Runs in-school and on-campus sessions making up 16 hours of contact time. 
 

• Covers how to be a successful independent learner by learning first about the 
skills needed to do so during in-school sessions, then putting these into practice 
in the university campus by attending lectures etc. 
 

• This programme has encouraged more applications from pupils from targeted 
schools to UoG and entrants from these schools has increased by 264.2% from 
2004-2013. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5. Number of entrants to UoG that completed the Top-Up programme from 2004-2013, adapted from 

data found in Croll and Browitt, 2015. 

 

• Retention of students that had completed to Top-Up programme at UoG was 
also found to be higher than their counterparts that did not attend this 
programme. 
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Student Groups  
Continue degree after 

1st year (%) Attended Top Up 
Eligible School 

Completed Top Up 
Programme 

Proportion of MD40 
students (%) 

Yes Yes 54 87.3 

Yes No 44 85.5 

No No 33 88.1 

Fig. 6. Percentage of UoG entrants that continued studying their degree after their 1st year at university 
that had/had not attended the Top-Up programme and the proportion of MD40 students in these 
groups, adapted from data found in Croll and Browitt, 2015 

 

• As Figure 6 represents, participation in the Top Up programme increased the 
percentage of students from Top Up eligible schools (schools in the West of 
Scotland with progression to higher education of less than 26%) that continued 
their degree after their first year of studies. Furthermore, the proportion of 
MD40 students in the student groups was highest in the group that completed 
the Top Up programme, as was the highest percentage of students proceeding 
to the second year of their studies; suggesting that Top Up is successfully aiding 
UoG’s most disadvantaged students (Croll and Browitt, 2015). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 7. Percentage of UoG entrants from 2004-2016 that completed their degree within 6 years of 
starting, with the 0% baseline being the graduation rates of all students from the control group, ‘No Top 
Up’ refers to students that attended Top Up eligible schools but did not participate in the Top Up 
programme (Croll and Browitt, 2015) 

 
• Figure 7 demonstrates the increased the rates of graduation of Top-Up eligible 

students that completed the Top Up programme compared to those that did 
not, and again indicates that MD40 students are benefitting the most from this 
programme; as without it they are far less likely to complete their degree. 

 
(Croll and Browitt, 2015) 
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The Reach West programme works with secondary schools across the West of Scotland 
with progression rates to higher education lower than the national average (35%) to 
support S4-S6 pupils in gaining access to degrees in Dentistry, Law, Medicine, and 
Veterinary Medicine. 
 

• S4-S6 students displaying the interest and ability to pursue a degree in these 
fields are nominated by contact teachers to complete a 3 year programme with 
in-school and on-campus sessions, specific for the course of interest, that 
provide an insight into these career paths as well as studying these at university, 
and provide support during the application process for these programmes. 
 

• Grade/UKCAT score requirements are lowered for Reach participants to help 
them reach the interview stage of application processes. 
 

• The percentage of Reach target pupils going on to study their degree of interest 
at UoG has increased since the introduction of the Reach West programme, as 
has the percentage of MD40 Scottish entrants for these programmes of study. 

 

Subject Entrants as % of overall 
Scottish entrants 

Pre-Reach programme 
(2009-11 average) (%) 

With Reach programme 
(2012-14) (%) 

 
Medicine 

Reach target school 14.2 28.0 

MD40 11.1 17.0 

 
Dentistry 

Reach target school 12.9 22.0 

MD40 7.9 15.0 

 
Law 

Reach target school 12.9 14.6 

MD40 8.9 14.1 

 
Veterinary 
Medicine 

Reach target school 12.6 16.6 

MD40 9.5 11.4 

Fig. 8. Percentage of Scottish entrants to degree programmes Medicine, Dentistry, Law and Veterinary Medicine 

from Reach target schools and MD40 postcodes before and after the introduction of the Reach Programme, 

adapted from data found in MacEachern, Iguchi-Sherry and Tansley, 2015 

 

• Figure 8 also suggests that the Reach initiative is meeting its main objective of 
improving acceptance rates of MD40 students into these degree programmes. 
 

• The Reach programme at UoG can also boast a progression rate into 2nd year 
of studies of 100% of Reach students in the three health programmes, while the 
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Law programme demonstrates the continuation rates of Reach students is 
higher than that of the overall cohort. 

 
(MacEachern, Iguchi-Sherry and Tansley, 2015) 
 

 
Issues to be addressed 
 

• UoG’s own publications have identified an issue with targeting schools with low 
progression rates for their WP programmes as there are pupils from socio-
economically disadvantaged neighbourhoods in every school across Scotland. 
Furthermore, they found that MD20/40 pupils that attended schools with high 
progression rates are attending higher education less than other pupils from 
their school, and are also proceeding through higher education to receive a 
qualification less (Croll et al, 2016). 
 

• UoG still faces issues regarding retention of students from WP backgrounds 
after their first year of studies (HESA, 2019), suggesting that their efforts have 
not been enough to reduce disparities between socio-economic groups while 
attending university. 
 

• UoG met the governmental target of having 10% of entrants to their university 
coming from the 20% most disadvantaged areas of Scotland by 2021 in 2014, 7 
years ahead of schedule (UCAS, 2018). This suggests that the targets the 
Scottish Government are placing on universities are lacking ambition, as a 
Russell Group university like UoG is meeting them far in advance. 
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Conclusions  
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Conclusions 

The above cases represent inadequacy of the recommendations set by the 
Commission of Widening Access. 
 
Both the University of Edinburgh and the University of Glasgow have met the targets 
set by the Commission several years in advance, highlighting that the targets that 
have been set are not ambitious enough and require reassessment. 
 
The Final Report of the Commission on Widening Access released by the Scottish 
Government in 2016 lists 13 direct and indirect recommendations to Scottish 
universities that universities have the liberty to enact or ignore. This is not in line 
with the Scottish Governments ideology that access to higher education should be 
equal irrespective of background as it fails to reduce barriers to higher education 
institutions that do not comply with the Commissions suggestions. Hence, 
recommendations should be more strictly enforced. 
 
Furthermore, the University of Edinburgh and the University of Glasgow have 
demonstrated the positive impact of pre-entry programmes on the proportion of 
entrants from widening participation backgrounds to their institutions as well as 
retention of these students. This is in line with the recommendation made by the 
Commission on Widening Access, however many of these programmes (specifically 
Reach and Access to the Professions) only target a small number of WP students, and 
only those that are academically exceptional enough to aim for these competitive 
degree programmes – failing to aid students most in need of accessing their 
academic potential. Thus, pre-entry programmes should be extended to encompass a 
broader range of disciplines. This would also aid in meeting the ‘access thresholds for 
all degree programmes’ that the Commission on Widening Access recommended 
should have been established by universities by 2019 and enable universities to push 
for more ambitious target thresholds. 
 
Many of the widening participation initiatives run by the universities target pupils 
who attend low progression schools. Students who meet the widening participation 
criteria, but attend high-progression schools, are isolated from the progress being 
made in this area. Therefore, initiatives should be extended to widening participation 
students in all schools via invitation of these individuals to the various programmes. 
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Recommendations for the 
Scottish Government  

By comparing the policies enacted by the University of Edinburgh and the University 
of Glasgow and their success in widening participation, to the recommendations made 
by the Commission on Widening Access of the Scottish Government, the following 
recommendations can be proposed to improve current governmental policies 
regarding this issue: 

 

• More ambitious targets to be set by the Scottish Government regarding 

proportion of entrants from the 20% most deprived areas to higher education. 

 

• Targets should be compulsory not merely recommended. 

 

• Scottish Governmental policies should require universities to introduce/ 

develop pre-entry programmes targeted at pupils from widening participation 

backgrounds interested in any degree programme (further the scope of 

Reach/Access to the Professions). 

 

• Scottish Governmental policies should require universities to include pupils 

attending higher progression schools but that meet other widening 

participation requirements to participate in pre-entry programmes. 
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