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Transforming Lives: From aspiration to graduation 
Social mobility and widening participation strategy 2017-2020 
 
The University of Hertfordshire Context 
 
The University of Hertfordshire’s (UH) vision is to be internationally renowned as the UK's 
leading business-facing university. For our students this means that our core purpose is to 
transform their lives and prepare them for work and society in a global community. Our track 
record on student achievement and social mobility is impressive. The average tariff at entry 
for our students over the past three years is just over 300 UCAS points. During this time the 
percentage of our leavers in employment or further study has risen to 96.2% (DLHE, 2015).  
 
Our student community of over 24,500 includes more than 3,700 students from 134 different 
countries. Approximately half of our students are from a Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) 
background and, in some Schools, make up the majority of students. Three-quarters of the 
students in our largest School (Health and Social Work) are mature students. A significant 
proportion of our students are first generation into higher education. We estimate that 
approximately 40-44% of our new UK domiciled undergraduate students are the first in their 
family to attend university.   
 
To deliver on our core purpose of transforming lives the University is committed to widening 
participation and outreach. We work with over 600 local schools and colleges, and we are a 
sponsor of two University Technical Colleges (UTCs) and four local Free Schools. The 
University of Hertfordshire also has a vibrant consortium partnership with the four 
Hertfordshire Further Education (FE) Colleges: around 14,600 students have progressed to 
the University from the consortium since it was founded in 2000 and in 2014/15 over 450 
students who progressed from the consortium graduated from the University. Teaching 
Excellence Framework (TEF) metrics demonstrate the impact of our institutional drive on 
positive outcomes particularly for disadvantaged, BME and male students.  
 
The University is proud of its heritage as a technical college and polytechnic and of the 
recognition it receives today for the quality of its work as a modern, business-facing university. 
In 2016 we were ranked by Times Higher Education as one of the world’s top 150 universities 
under 50 years old, as well as one of the 200 most international universities in the world in 
2015. The University is one of only nine UK institutions to hold a Bronze award in the Race 
Equality Charter, an institutional Bronze Athena SWAN award and six Bronze departmental 
awards. These charter marks are helping the University to maintain a high level of awareness 
of gender and race equality, as well as to consider the intersections of other protected 
characteristics with race and gender that may affect student outcomes. 
 
 
Widening Participation principles and approach  
 
The University of Hertfordshire is committed to transforming lives through increasing access 
to, and success in, higher education for students from under-represented and disadvantaged 
groups. In line with OFFA guidelines and TEF metrics the university’s definition of widening 
participation is a broad and inclusive one which embraces students from socially 
disadvantaged backgrounds, BME, disabled, mature and part-time students. Adopting this 
definition means that around 40% of the university’s students come from a widening 
participation background.  
 
Within this broad definition, the university acknowledges the additional needs of particular 
groups of students including, (but not limited to) care-leavers; carers; people estranged from 
their families; refugees; students from traveller and gypsy communities; economically 
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disadvantaged males; and disabled students and people with a broad range of mental health 
conditions. 
 
The University’s approach to widening participation and social mobility is holistic and fully 
aligned with its 2015-2020 Strategic Plan objectives, in particular: 

 Strengthening the diversity of our community. 

 Fostering enquiry, critical thinking and curiosity through inclusive, intellectually challenging 
courses.   

 Developing students with the knowledge, skills and attributes to succeed in business and 
the professions. 

 Fostering inquiry, critical thinking and curiosity through inclusive, intellectually challenging 
courses 

 Strengthening professional partnerships to enhance graduates’ employability 

 Developing students’ social and global awareness 

 Developing students with the knowledge, skills and attributes to succeed in business and 
the professions 

 Demonstrating and promoting our positive social, cultural and economic impact 

 Sharing our knowledge, facilities and resources 

 Providing local leadership in education, culture and innovation 

 Attracting and developing outstanding people 

 Strengthening the diversity of our community 
 
In order to achieve these objectives we are committed to enabling positive outcomes for all, 
and have adopted the following principles to mainstream our approach to widening 
participation and social mobility: 

 Adoption of a broad definition of under-represented and disadvantaged groups as outlined 
above. 

 A reflective and evidence based approach to all widening participation activity in order to 
maximise the impact and reach of everything we do. 

 Commitment to an inclusive approach which ensures that curriculum design, learning and 
teaching, and student support activity is successful in meeting the needs of our diverse 
student body in a way that enhances retention, success and employability. 

 Provision of evidence based, targeted additional support to students where needed. 

 Commitment to working in partnership with schools and FE colleges in order to raise 
attainment of students and promote interest in, and enthusiasm for, higher education. 

 
 
Widening Participation Objectives 
 
Understanding the challenges 
 
As stated above, our approach to widening participation will be evidence-based. The 
importance of the task, the increased external scrutiny which widening participation strategies 
are facing, and the standards that we expect to reach as an institution, all require that we 
understand who the students and potential students are that the University of Hertfordshire is 
seeking to work with.  
 

 Use quantitative and qualitative data to improve our understanding of the challenges faced 
by different groups of students when accessing and studying in higher education and at 
the University of Hertfordshire in particular. 

 
Outreach: Access, aspiration and attainment 
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UH intends to increase aspiration and access to higher education, and to raise academic 
attainment for all our target groups. We have demonstrated our commitment to influencing 
educational provision in the local area through our long-term relationships with schools in 
Hertfordshire with whom we already have a target for progression to higher education. We are 
also actively involved in education provision through our sponsorship of two University 
Technical Colleges and four primary free schools 
 

 To support people to find the right educational progression for them 

 To work in a targeted way through long-term partnerships in schools and the community 
to raise the attainment of learners and ensure they have the qualifications to enable them 
to reach higher education 

 To eliminate barriers to access to higher education and to better understand the means to 
support access 

 
Improving outcomes: Retention, success and employability 
 
The University has been successful in attracting students from a diverse range of 
backgrounds. We also recognise that students from widening participation groups often 
require additional support to ensure retention, employability and success. The University will 
ensure that students have a clear sense of identity and engagement with their programme of 
study. The University will support all our students to feel that they belong in our university 
community and to foster their academic confidence. With this in mind, our objective in 
improving outcomes are: 
 

 To take a mainstream and embedded approach to improve retention and attainment 

 To provide targeted, additional support where evidence suggests this is needed 

 To develop our staffs’ capacity to understand and adopt an inclusive approach to access, 
retention and success. 

 To increase access to, and participation in, work-based learning and employability 
opportunities for those from a widening participation background 

 To provide a range of flexible options for students to participate in higher education such 
as degree apprenticeships, foundation degrees, online courses and part-time courses 
 

Monitoring and evaluation  
 
Research is fundamental to monitoring and evaluating the impact of our actions, and the 
University has recognised this by placing it at the heart of the new Widening Participation 
strategy. The University will continue to increase its use of internal and external data to inform 
the development and delivery of Widening Participation activities. This data will be reviewed 
and monitored by senior leadership when setting strategic priorities and evaluating progress. 
 

 To set effective measures for monitoring and evaluation to be agreed at the beginning of 
the operational plan and regularly reviewed 

 To monitor expenditure to ensure that it is spent effectively to maximise reach and impact 

 To evaluate both outreach and outcomes work to ensure that it reaches the communities 
being targeted and has impact for them 

 
 
The University has developed this strategy in partnership with the Hertfordshire 
Students’ Union.  


