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 ASTON UNIVERSITY  
 

ACCESS AGREEMENT 2010/11 
  

1.  WIDENING PARTICIPATION AND EXTENDING ACCESS 
 
 Aston University has a long-standing commitment to widening participation 

which is deeply embedded within the University’s Corporate Mission to support 
Birmingham and the West Midlands through best practice in community 
engagement, and to deliver an outstanding student experience for a diverse 

student population.  (Aston Strategy 2012) 

 
 Building upon early outreach work and investigations into the needs of 

students from under-represented groups the University now has a widening 
participation dimension to activities throughout the student lifecycle, from early 
outreach work in primary schools, through to enhancing employability and 
supporting graduation and career development.   

 
 Aston adopts a holistic approach to widening participation throughout the 

student life-cycle, from aspiration raising in primary schools, to provision of a 
range of academic, social and financial support services whilst in University, 
through to student graduation and employment. The University is committed to 
excellence in teaching and has invested in the provision of additional support 
to meet the needs of an increasingly diverse student profile. The University has 
invested an increasing proportion of its funding directly into enhancing the 
student learning experience, for example, the establishment of a Learning and 
Skills Centre in the Library. Widening participation practice is evidence-based, 
building upon the range of relevant research commissioned and conducted by 
the University into the experiences and needs of under-represented students 
within Higher Education.  

 
 Aston combines close and important links to the local community (23% of 

students from Birmingham and 47% from the West Midlands region) along with 
a growing international reputation.  Over 91% of students starting full-time first-
degree courses at Aston in 2007-8 came from state schools and 58% were 
from ethnic minority groups.  At the same time the University has an excellent 
retention record with 94% of students continuing to year 2, and an excellent 
employment record with 81.7% of graduates entering employment within six 
months of graduation. Further details are available on the University's 
Widening Participation Fact Sheet. 

 
 The University has always had a major outreach programme working with 

primary, secondary schools and colleges in the region and nationally. This has 
been strengthened by the widening participation funding and is reported here 
along with innovative and ongoing work involving the family. 

 
 In 2008-09 the Widening Participation Task Group, led by the Pro-Vice 

Chancellor for Learning and Teaching Innovation, strategically embedded 
widening participation within the new Learning and Teaching Strategy. In doing 
this, three hubs were created focussed on Curriculum and Learner 
Development, Outreach and Employability with a broader remit on equality and 
diversity for all students. This mainstreamed the innovative work of the 
previous widening participation task groups and was identified as key to 
achieving the objectives set out in the Learning and Teaching Strategy 2008-

http://www1.aston.ac.uk/about/strategy/
http://www.aston.ac.uk/downloads/marketing/fact-sheets/widening_factsheet.pdf
http://www.aston.ac.uk/downloads/marketing/fact-sheets/widening_factsheet.pdf
http://www.aston.ac.uk/downloads/marketing/fact-sheets/widening_factsheet.pdf
http://www1.aston.ac.uk/clipp/learning-and-teaching-strategy/
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2012. In addition, Widening Participation is now also embedded in equality and 
diversity statements and action plans.  

 
2.  ACCESS AGREEMENT: COMPONENT ELEMENTS  
 
 The main elements of Aston’s Access agreement with OFFA are proposed to 

be as follows:  
 
2.a Fee limits  
  

 All full-time Home/EU undergraduate students, including those on 
Foundation Year Programmes, are charged the full tuition fee (£3,290 pa in 
2010/11), as this provides the revenue necessary to improve further our 
academic activities and facilities for students.  

 Aston University runs highly successful four-year sandwich degree 
programmes which enable our students to spend the third year outside the 
University on industrial/professional placement. Sandwich programmes 
increase the employability of our graduates and underpin our strong links 
with industry and the professions. Home/EU students on placement will be 
charged a tuition fee which is 50% of the full tuition fee (ie. £1,645), as this 
will encourage students to continue to take the option of placements which 
are academically and vocationally beneficial.  

 Home/EU students following full-time Foundation Degree programmes will 
be charged £1,310 pa in 2010/11. 

 Aston University charges Home/EU students on part-time undergraduate 
programmes pro rata to the fee for full-time students.  

 
2.b  Investment of additional income on access measures  
 
 This table shows the projected additional income accruing from variable fees 

for the period 2006/07-2010/11 and the estimated amount allocated to 
bursaries.  

 
 

 2006/7  2007/8 2008/9  2009/10 2010/11 

Total estimated 
additional fee income * 

£2,826,000 5,660,425 7,569,200 £8,900,000 £9,111,000 

Estimated amount of 
additional fee income to 
be spent on bursaries 
and scholarships ** £487,840 £930,765 1,278,000 £1,461,610 £1,500,000 

Estimated amount of 
additional fee income to 
be spent on outreach  

£0  £0  £0  £0  £0  

 
          *Based on actual student numbers for 2006/7- 2008/9 and projections for 2009/10-

2010/11.  
 **Based on actual student numbers for 2006/7- 2008/9 and projections for 2009/10-

2010/11. 

 
 The University will maintain its current outreach activity, which is extensive, 

well-established and forms a key component of the University’s Widening 
Participation strategy. Aston will maintain the level of funding to support a 
comprehensive range of outreach activity, both within academic Schools and 
support departments. The additional revenue from tuition fees will be re-
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invested directly into financial support for students in the form of bursaries and 
support for academic activities, including improvements to facilities. Given the 
extent and success of existing outreach activities, the University does not 
intend to allocate any of the additional fee income to outreach work.  

 
2.c  Bursaries and other financial support for students  
 
 For 2010/11 the University intends to maintain the maximum means-tested 

Aston Bursary at £800 pa to students paying deferred variable tuition fees.  
Based on historical trends it is anticipated that about 40-45% of students 
paying deferred variable tuition fees will be entitled to a means-tested bursary, 
with over 35% of such students receiving a full bursary. The University 
determines Bursaries on the basis of the level of family income according to 
the following scale: 

 

Family Income Bursary 
(£) 

£18,000 and below 800 

£18,001 to £23,000 640 

£23,001 to £28,000 480 

£28,001 to £33,000 320 

£33,001 to £39,333 160 

£39,333 and above 0 

 Aston Bursaries help to ensure that all students continue to benefit from high 
quality education and that no student is deterred from applying to Aston 
University for financial reasons. Students are assessed for eligibility through 
the Higher Education Bursary and Scholarship Scheme (HEBSS) which is 
administered by the Student Loans Company.  

 
 Aston University is committed to the concept of integrated sandwich placement 

years and year abroad programmes, and has over 50 years experience of 
offering these degrees, giving our students valuable experience which 
increases their employability and confidence, enabling many of them to fast-
track in their future Graduate careers. Accordingly, the University offers all 
UK/EU students paying deferred variable tuition fees a Placement Allowance 
of £1000 if they decide to take a sandwich placement year, payable in the 
placement year.  

 
 UK/EU students paying deferred variable tuition fees, who undertake an unpaid 

sandwich work/study placement or a placement outside the United Kingdom for 
a whole academic year will receive an additional Placement Bursary of £500. 
This includes languages students on their Year Abroad. The Placement 
Allowance and the Placement Bursaries can be used to pay tuition fees or to 
help support students on their placement year/year abroad. Many Aston 
students are also paid a salary on their placement year.  

  
 Full year Erasmus students on study and work placements who are subject to 

UK support arrangements are not eligible for Placement Allowances and 
Placement Bursaries as they are not required to pay deferred variable tuition 
fees. 

 
 
 
2.d Provision of information to students  
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 Applicants are informed of the nature and value of tuition fees, bursaries and 

awards via the prospectus, the University website and special promotional 
leaflets.  Finance talks feature as part of a programme of secondary school 
visits and HE guidance evenings for parents in schools. The University also 
provides pre-entry information and guidance on financial matters through Open 
Days and events for parents and teachers on the Aston campus. Pre-entry 
financial guidance is provided by the Advice & Representation Centre (ARC) in 
the Students' Guild and by University recruitment staff, and ARC provides 
continuing advice and guidance once students have started their course. The 
University has also invested in the appointment of a Co-ordinator for the 
Students’ JobShop and in research into the level and impact of debt and part-
time work upon Aston University students. 

  
 The Student Support Unit manages financial assistance for students in the 

form of funds, trusts and bursaries, all of which are targeted and allocated on 
the basis of need. This is overseen by the Student Finance Committee, 
comprising senior academic staff; staff from the University’s Finance 
Department, the Registry and Student Services; and representatives from the 
Students’ Guild.  

 
 The University has developed a Guide for Parents which includes information 

on financial matters - refer to:   
 http://www.aston.ac.uk/prospective-students/parents/. 
 
 Students are informed at enrolment and re-enrolment of their position in 

relation to the information on their HEBSS record concerning their eligibility for 
bursaries and subject specific awards.  

 
 The student portal (MAP) is used as means to communicate with students 

about their entitlements during the on-line enrolment and re-enrolment 
processes. Two separate e-mails are sent to all potentially eligible students 
individually reminding them of their entitlement and informing them of any 
problems with their HEBSS records which might affect the payment of their 
Bursaries. Aston Student Advice Point (ASAP) staff are also available 
throughout the year to give advice and assistance to students on the Aston 
Bursary scheme.  

 
3. IMPLEMENTATION AND MONITORING OF ASTON'S WIDENING 

PARTICIPATION STRATEGY 
 
3a Aims and Objectives 
 

The aims and objectives of Widening Participation are embedded within the 
University's Learning and Teaching Strategy and Employability Strategy. 
Priorities key to creating a Centre of Excellence in Learning and Teaching by 
2010 include: 
 
 maintaining wide accessibility to our programmes and offering flexible 

delivery tailored to individual needs 
 understanding student performance issues and implementation of 

improvement plans 
 creative and innovative curriculum design and delivery to support the needs 

of a diverse student population and their employment needs 

http://www.aston.ac.uk/prospective-students/parents/
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 continued enhancement of learner support systems to enable student 
achievement.  

 
Longer term plans to 2012 include launching new programmes aimed at 
mature and part-time students using flexible learning approaches; led by the 
newly established Lifelong Learning Centre. 
 
Specific targets from the Employability Strategy relating to widening 
participation:  
 

 analysis of destinations data to determine the graduate employment level 
of those identified as disadvantaged or targeted 

 promoting the value of mentoring programmes 

 extending targeted Career Management Support (CMS) and guidance 

 extending placement preparation support 

 enhancing student employability outcomes including entrepreneurship, 
promoting work-based learning opportunities, placement preparation and 
enhancing the value of placement, employer and alumni engagement. 

 
3b Admissions Policy 

 
Aston's Admissions Policy aims to be fair and transparent and to enable the 
University to meet (and hopefully to exceed) both the widening participation 
and state school benchmarks at the same time as having exceptionally high 
entry standards. 
  
Admissions Tutors treat each application to Aston University individually and 
take a range of criteria into account when making offers, including: AS and 
GCSE grades, school/college, reference, predicted grades, evidence of 
commitment and motivation, the UCAS personal statement, relevant 
experience, extenuating circumstances, and interview performance, if required. 
The University does not support the use of additional entrance tests and does 
not require them for entry to Aston University. Each course page on the 
University’s website lists typical offers and specific requirements. 
http://www1.aston.ac.uk/study/undergraduate/applying/admissions/ 
 
Around 20% of UK students enrolled on undergraduate degrees at Aston enter 
with qualifications other than A levels alone.  
 
As confirmed by HEFCE Performance Indicators, the undergraduate intake to 
Aston University is diverse and fully representative of the UK and region. The 
University consistently exceeds benchmarks on state school entry, socio-
economic groups and non-continuation, despite a growing popularity with 
UCAS applicants and increasing competition for places. Average UCAS tariff 
points have increased from 313 points in 2002 to over 370 in 2008.  
 
Admissions tutors are regularly briefed about school and curriculum 
developments and Aston is an active member of the SPA initiative (Supporting 
Professionalism in Admissions).  The University organises an annual national 
admissions conference for HE Guidance professionals in Schools and 
Colleges, which attracts over 200 delegates. Aston also organised the annual 
Birmingham UCAS HE Guidance Convention from 1995-2007 and again in 
2009, attended by over 12,000 Year 12 students and their advisers.   

 
 

http://www1.aston.ac.uk/study/undergraduate/applying/admissions/
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3c  Measures of Success and Priorities for 2009 and beyond 
 
 The prime measures of the success of the University’s Widening Participation 

activity are the HESA Performance Indicators for Access and Retention.  The 
University will continue to aim to meet or exceed all its HEFCE Widening 
Participation benchmarks, year on year as they are published, and will 
continue to provide bursaries to students from the lowest income families. 
Typically Aston performs well against its access and retention benchmarks and 
is committed to maintaining this record.  

 
 Aston University is proud of its success in recruiting students from lower socio-

economic groups and from areas where participation in Higher Education is 
low (Low Participation Neighbourhoods - LPNs), whilst maintaining very high 
retention rates and without sacrificing entry standards. Aston University has 
consistently met or exceeded its Performance Indicators for Access. For 
example, in relation to the proportion from social classes 4, 5, 6 & 7, Aston 
University achieved 36.2% in 2006/07 against a benchmark of 30.9%. Aston 
also exceeds its benchmarks for students from state schools and for students 
from LPNs. Chart 1 (Appendix II) illustrates the University’s success against 
non-continuation benchmarks for all students.  

 
 Fulfilment of the Access Agreement, including the Access WP Indicators, is 

monitored by the Outreach Working Party which reports to the University 
Outreach and Community Engagement Committee.   

 
 Key targets have been set for the main strategic themes of the Corporate Plan 

(ie teaching and learning, research and community engagement), including 
continuation rates, degree attainment and student satisfaction levels. The 
University’s ‘Key Performance Indicators Monitoring Group’ monitors a range 
of indicators, including those relating to widening participation.  

 
 Specific targets for 2009-2010 relate to the University engagement in the HEA 

Summit Programmes to help develop a more inclusive learning and teaching; 
and to improve the achievement of BME students.  

 
3d Range of Institutional Widening Participation Activity 
  
 Widening participation activity ranges from pre-entry engagement with schools 

through to supporting the journey of students deciding to come to Aston and 
enhancing their student learning experience through to graduation and 
employment.  Thus activity is outlined under the following three strategic areas 
and the activity with the regional Life Long Learning Network. 

 
1. Outreach and Community Engagement 
2. Curriculum and Learner Development 
3. Employability 
4. Birmingham and Solihull Life Long Learning Network 

 
Each area is overseen by working groups which report to the University’s 
Outreach and Community Engagement, and Learning and Teaching 
Committees. Each section outlines the strategic areas for which the working 
groups are responsible, a brief description of activity, new developments for 
2008-09, and measures relating to the scale of activity and priorities for 2009-
10. 
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3.d.1 Outreach and Community Engagement 
 
Strategic areas overseen by the Outreach Working Group (reporting to the 
University’s Community Engagement Committee) include: outreach work, 
collaborative activity working with local and regional partners, community 
engagement, progression and pre-entry, the Access Agreement and 
admissions policy. 
 
The University has both a local, national and international student profile and is 
committed to maintaining and capitalising upon this diversity. Whilst there is 
extensive outreach at local and regional level there is also recruitment and 
outreach/schools liaison activity at a national level. 
 
The University has a well-established and impressive programme of on- and 
off-campus activities for schools and colleges. 
 
Achievements 2008-09 
 
Of the combined outreach activity delivered across the University a total of 
6430 pupils were engaged in 2008-09, with 101 student ambassadors 
supporting on-campus activities and 175 student volunteers engaged in the 
community.  The University also ran 123 visits to schools, including general HE 
talks, Careers Fairs and Parents’ evenings. Table 1 outlines the details of 
2008-09 activity. 

 
Table 1: Widening Participation Activity 2008-09 - Volume Measure for 
Outreach and Community Engagement 
 

Activity Measures Numbers 

ON-CAMPUS   

Campus visits visits: schools: pupils 49: 54 : 2117 

Master classes, subject conferences and 
other sixth form conferences 

events: pupils  
33: 1835 

Student Ambassadors (on-campus eg 
open days, school visits).  

students: activities  
101: 995 

Gifted and Talented programme –  
on-campus and on-line (Excellence Hub) 

events: pupils  
11 : 1029 

Summer Schools and residentials events: schools: pupils 2 : 31 : 80 

Languages for Life/Routes into 
Languages: on-campus 

Pupils 445 

OFF-CAMPUS   

Aimhigher Mentors in Schools Mentors: Mentees 31 : 124 

Aimhigher Associates in Schools Mentors: Mentees 10 : 50 

Students Volunteering in schools and the 
community 

Student volunteers: 
schools: community 
organisations 

175 : 41 : 26 

Languages for Life/Routes into 
Languages: off-campus 

Pupils 750 

School visits (talks, HE and Careers Fairs, 
Parents’ evenings) 

Events 123 

 
The Involving the Family project works with parents to raise the aspirations of 
young people. The project team work with parents who may not have attended 
university themselves or who are from groups in society who are under-
represented in Higher Education. The aim is to provide parents with sufficient 



8 

knowledge and experience to be able to help their son or daughter to make the 
right decisions concerning their future. This has been achieved by a variety of 
activities including parent's evenings and local community events, a family 
summer school, campus visits and a parents’ on-line guide. 
 
Priorities for 2009-10 
 

 maintain the level and quality of outreach activity on and off campus.  

 capitalise upon the success of the Gifted & Talented Programme delivered 
through the Aston-led West Midlands Hub and secure the future of such 
provision beyond March 2010 

 secure funding to continue the well-established student volunteering 
programme 

 meet the institutional outreach targets of the collaborative Aimhigher Alliance 
programme 

 meet the institutional targets of the Aston-led regional Routes into 
Languages (RintoL) programme  

 
3.d.2 Curriculum and Learner Development 
 
 Strategic areas overseen by the Curriculum and Learner Development Working 

Group include: the enhancement of the student learning experience, evidence-
based and targeted learning development for a diverse student community, 
personal development planning for staff and students, and development of 
delivery methods for work-based learners. 

 
 New developments in 2008-09 
 

 In September 2008 the Centre for Learning Innovation and Professional 
Practice (CLIPP) was established, in which all key staff in learning and 
teaching were co-located; including Widening Participation, Employer 
Engagement, E-learning Research in Learning and Teaching, and 
professional development for student-facing-staff.  As a result Outreach and 
Widening Participation Office staff delivering learner development activities 
such as peer mentoring and the support of mature students were moved to 
the Curriculum and Learner Development Team within CLIPP and the Head 
of Outreach and Widening Participation to the Learning and Teaching 
Research Team within CLIPP. The Learning Development Centre and the 
new Foundation Degree Centre are also part of CLIPP. 

 The Foundation Degree Centre leads on the development, implementation 
and delivery of all Aston’s Foundation Degree Programmes as part of the 
University’s strategy for growth.  Foundation Degrees are designed in close 
collaboration with employers to meet specific needs and they entail 
significant work-based learning. Aston has expanded its foundation degrees 
from 25 students in 2006-7 to 100 in 2007-8 and 350 in 2008-9. As a result 
of the development of these programmes the University was successful in 
gaining £1.6 million from the HEFCE Strategic Development Fund for the 
purpose of setting up a Foundation Degree Centre. There is considerable 
interest from employers and the student numbers on these bespoke 
programmes are expected to reach 500 by 2010.    

 Creation of the Lifelong Learning Centre (LLC)  which will focus on part-time 
programme delivery as well as work-based flexible credit accumulation 

 The HEFCE and Paul Hamlyn Foundation-funded Research Project ‘Peer 
Mentoring: Pathways to Success’ as part of the Retention Grant Programme 
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(August 2008 – July 2011) 
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/circlets/2008/cl08_08/ . 

 The new Aston Student Advice Point, launched in September 2008, has 
brought key student support services to one central and highly visible 
location. It provides a drop-in and resource centre with free internet access, 
interview rooms and Advice Pods. It is a comfortable and easy to access 
resource with friendly, knowledgeable and highly approachable staff who 
address a range of student support issues. This collection of services allows 
for the resolution of multi-faceted student enquiries and problems within one 
location. The Disability and Additional Needs Unit (DANU) has recorded an 
increased uptake of support from disabled students despite a decline in the 
numbers declaring a disability.  The transparency and accessibility of the 
DANU service through the newly formed ASAP is considered to have made 
a considerable impact upon uptake. 

 The Curriculum and Learner Development Group has adopted a themed 
approach to issues for the enhancement of learning for all students; with a 
focus upon ‘equality of opportunity to achieve’ 

 The movement from two Virtual Learning Environment sites to one has 
proved particularly successful and access is now available to Support 
Departments, such as the Library, as well as to Schools; improving 
communication with students and accessibility of relevant information for all 
aspects of student life. Usage has extended beyond teaching staff, for 
example as part of the HEA Summit programme ‘Developing Inclusive 
Learning and Teaching’ an Equality and Diversity Site has been set up, 
which is accessible to all University staff and enables them to think about 
inclusive learning and teaching. 

 Development of the Postgraduate Certificate for teaching staff resulting in 
the launch of the Postgraduate Certificate in Professional Practice with a 
much greater focus on Diversity and Inclusion. 

   
Table 2: Widening Participation Activity 2008-09 - Volume Measure for 
Curriculum and Learner Development 

 

Activity Number/reach of 
activities  

First running of the Postgraduate Certificate in 
Professional Practice: staff 

20 

Peer Mentoring (pre-entry, transitional and 
placement support): Mentors: Mentees 

255 : 276 

Learning and Development Centre (LDC) Writing 
Mentors: Mentees 

12 : 215 

LDC study skills workshops – events: students 130 : 1575 

LDC one-to-one appointments with staff - 
students 

1756 

LDC Maths drop-in support - students 1233 

LDC study skills drop-in clinics 584 

Percentage of students who have declared a 
disability using the DANU service 

96% 

Percentage of Access to Learning Funds 
allocated to students from specified WP 
categories 

98% 

PAS scheme uptake 55% increase in number 
supported 

Dyslexia and diagnostics support 49% increase in referrals 
for diagnostic 

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/circlets/2008/cl08_08/
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assessments 

 
Priorities for 2009-10 
 

 Evaluate and continue to develop the first year of the Postgraduate 
Certificate in Professional Practice. This is to become compulsory in 2009-
10 for all new staff without appropriate qualifications or experience 

 Good curriculum development to design out plagiarism  

 Learner support to help academic writing to minimise plagiarism 

 Capturing student perspectives on feedback on their academic work and 
institutional response 

 Learning and Development Centre: Focused support for pre-entry and 
transition to Higher education; extending provision for all/increase 
accessibility to include on-line learning opportunities and resources; 
continued work with Schools regarding academic writing provision and 
tailored provision for placement students and work-based learners 

 Peer Mentoring: Continued development of peer mentoring for transition 
and for placement (Target: 550 participants: mentors and mentees); 
Expansion of the pre-entry e-mentoring pilot in Interdisciplinary Studies to 
include the School of Life and Health Sciences (Target: 100 participants: 
mentors and mentees); Piloting of the Mentoring Programme for Students 
whilst on Placement and of Graduate Mentoring (Target: 20 participants for 
each pilot: mentors and mentees) 

 Student Support (accessed through the Aston Student Advice Point) 
increasing provision for disabled students through the PAS scheme and 
increased support for care leavers; increasing assistive technology provision 
to students; working towards the Buttle Trust Charter Mark for supporting 
students from care or who are homeless through the student lifecycle from 
pre-entry through to graduation – aiming to achieve accreditation in 2010 

 
3.d.3 Employability 
 

Strategic areas overseen by the Employability Working Group include: 
enhancing student employability and employability outcomes including 
entrepreneurship, promoting work-based learning opportunities, placement 
preparation and enhancing the value of placement, employer and alumni 
engagement. 
 
A University Employability Strategy was agreed by Senate in 2008 and an 
Employability Working Group set up (chaired by the Head of Careers) to steer 
the implementation of the strategy.  A key aspect of this included developing 
strategies to encourage all students to take up placement opportunities and to 
provide access to a range of opportunities to gain accredited work-related 
learning. The University also works closely with Graduate Advantage (funded 
by Advantage West Midlands and based at Aston University), which aims to 
create student and graduate placement opportunities with SMEs in the region 
to support retention of graduates. 
 
New developments in 2008-09 
 

 A New Widening Participation-funded Employability and Placement Team 
within the Careers Service to centrally co-ordinate placement activity in 
response to an investigation into the decline in placement uptake by 
students, particularly students living locally. 

file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/walterjg/Local%20Settings/Local%20Settings/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Local%20Settings/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/tibbymg/Local%20Settings/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/registry/shared/QUALITY-/AUDIT2009/Employability_strategy.pdf
http://www.graduateadvantage.co.uk/
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 Specific Widening Participation resource has been dedicated to developing 
and implementing a strategy for centralised placement support through the 
appointment of 3 posts based in Careers. The new Employability and 
Placement Team will develop the strategy and work with employers and 
Schools and source additional part-time and full-time placement 
opportunities. 

 Development of a new Employability Module in Inter-disciplinary Studies 
(IDS)  

 A strategic aim of the Aston 2012 vision and mission is recognition of the 
importance of placements to employability. The University aims to enable 
all students to access work experience by 2012 and funding has been 
invested for additional members of a central placement team to drive this 
agenda.  

 The Careers Service www.aston.ac.uk/careers  is well regarded by 
students with extremely positive feedback from the Student Satisfaction 
Survey and International Students barometer. The excellence of this 
service was recognised by the Matrix Quality Award in November 2008. 
The QAA Audit Team also highlighted the service along with five other 
areas of good practice in their report in June 2009. 

 The Careers Service works very closely with graduate recruiters to 
enhance students’ employability. It specifically;  
– organises programmes of employer events (fairs, presentations and 

skills sessions) on campus every term (over 100 recruiters on campus 
during Autumn 2008)  

– co-hosts one of the largest graduate recruitment events in the UK at 
the National Exhibition Centre, Birmingham.  

– works in partnership with employers to design and deliver 
employability skills programmes for first and second year students.  

 About 70% of our undergraduate students took a placement. The University 
sees this as key to the successful graduate employability and high 
achievement.  
– students who do not opt for full sandwich courses have the opportunity 

to take shorter placements (e.g. in summer vacations) which also 
provide valuable work experience.  

– Placement and internship opportunities are advertised through the 
School placements websites and the Careers Services Vacancy On-
Line Service  

– Under the Erasmus Programme of the EU Lifelong Learning 
Programme, Aston has entered into a number of bilateral institutional 
agreements to permit the reciprocal exchange of students and staff 
with European universities and colleges. 

– During 2008/9 115 Erasmus grants were provided for work 
placements throughout France, Germany, Spain, the Netherlands, 
Belgium, Hungary, Poland, Bulgaria and Latvia.     

 Students have access to a range of opportunities to develop Career 
Management Skills (CMS) 
– The Careers Service work in partnership with Schools of study to 

deliver integrated and accredited CMS programmes. 
– A centralised programme of career skills workshops and support 

through provision of on-line CMS packages is also available.  

 The University also promotes a comprehensive range of extra-curricular 
activities that support and enhance employability.  

 In September 2008, in recognition of the quality of the relationship with the 
employers and the programmes, the University was short listed for the 
Times Higher Education Awards for Employer Engagement.  

http://www.aston.ac.uk/careers
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 Table 3 summarises the key aspects of this work and the breadth. 
 
Table 3. Widening Participation Activity for 2008-09 - Volume Measure for 
employability 
 

Activity Number/reach of activities 2008-
09 

EMPLOYABILITY 
 

 

Employability strategy: written and 
employability working group set up 2008  

Meets every term to monitor 
strategy and implementation of 
objectives,  

CMS: Number of students Careers 
Management Skills module (levels 1 and 2) 
delivered to students 
  

141 CMS sessions 
attended/accessed by over 4,500 
students.  
50% increase on 2007/8 

Guidance sessions Over 4,000 to date 
 There has been a 15% increase in 
number of guidance appointments 
on previous year 
 

Career/employer events and students 
benefitting; 
*since 2004 there has been over a 200% 
increase in employer events on campus.  

Autumn term 2008: Campus 
Events 
17 skills workshops: 470 students 
20 employer drop in events: av 250 
students per event = 5,000 students 
5 employer presentations : 1200 
students 
Public sector fair: 384 students 
Finance fair: 259 students 
West Midlands fair: 531 students 
Placement fair: 1200 students 
Finalist open days: 700 students  
 
National Graduate Recruitment 
Exhibition at NEC (co-hosted by 
AUCS):450 Aston students 
 
Spring term 2009: Campus 
Events 
Enterprise fest: 310 students 
Alternatives fair: 337 students 
Employer drop in events: 12 
averaged 150 students per event. = 
1,800 
Skills workshops: 15 = 300 students  
 
 

Proportion of students taking up placement  65-70% 

Erasmus support  115 students benefited  

 participation of students from 
BME groups increased 22% to 
26%  

 12% of students came from 
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families with lower incomes 

 6% of the participants were 
mature students, up from 2%. 

 4% of the participants had a 
disability, up from 2% 

Careers website/on-line resources Autumn 2008   over 400,000 web 
hits 
Spring 2009 over 300,000 web hits 
Summer 2009 stats not available 
yet 
 

Employer visits/meetings/networking Autumn 2008  
NGRE: 160 recruiters 
Placement fair at NEC : 40 
recruiters 
AGR: 300 recruiters :annual 
conference 
Aston Campus: networked with 
over 120 employers attending 
Careers events 
Meetings/visits: 31 
Spring 2009 
Highfliers launch: 260 recruiters 
Aston campus: networked with 48 
recruiters attending Careers events 
Meetings/visits: 38 
Summer 2009 (to date) 
NGRE 60 organisations  
Employer visits/meetings. 43 to 
date (the complete summer stats 
not available until end Sept 2009) .   

Careers Resources  Due to WP funded posts, Careers 
service has been able to; 

 Develop a range of specific and 
targeted resources (hard and 
on-line) to support career 
planning, opportunity 
awareness, enhance 
employability, to promote 
placement activity and 
enterprise activities.  

 

 
 Priorities for 2009-10 
 

 To reflect the focus on employability in 2009-10 the Careers Department 
will be renamed the ‘Careers and Employability Centre’. 

 Strategy for centralised placement support led by the new Employability 
and Placement Team within the Careers Service. 

 Generate more placement opportunities in region and SMEs to meet 
specific gaps in provision (where hard for students to find placements) that 
is preventing students from undertaking placement activity. 
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 Generate new opportunities for students including placement, work-related 
activities, project opportunities e.g. SPEED Enterprise programme and 
work shadowing. 

 Extend pilot employability module. 

 To investigate a one stop system that students can use to book guidance 
appointments, careers events, access on-line presentations, research 
graduate vacancies, research employer information and access placement 
opportunities.  

 
3.e Monitoring and Evaluation 
 

The formal monitoring of widening participation activity continues through the 
two University Committees for Outreach and Community Engagement, and for 
Learning and Teaching. The Pro-Vice Chancellor for Learning and Teaching 
Innovation keeps an oversight of the Widening Participation budget.  
 
In addition, the University participates in the Birmingham and Solihull 
Aimhigher Alliance and contributes data which is collated by a central 
Evaluation Officer; leads the Excellence Hub and reports regularly on 
performance to the DCSF; and leads the Routes into Languages Programme 
reporting to HEFCE. 
 
At institutional level there is a considerable investment in evaluating the impact 
of key initiatives such as the Learning Development Centre with a dedicated 
Student Evaluation Officer who is evaluating the impact upon the users of the 
service and also exploring student and staff perceptions of the service. The 
current evaluation is also exploring non-usage. 
 
As part of the HEFCE/Paul Hamlyn Foundation-funded research programme 
on peer mentoring called ‘Pathways to Success’, the University, in 
collaboration with 6 partners, seeks to determine the benefits of student peer 
mentoring and in particular the impact upon student transition and retention. 
 
Activity is also monitored through the specific targets of the Learning and 
Teaching Strategy and the Employability Strategy. 

 
3.f Investment in Widening Participation 
  
 Significant funding and staff time is committed to widening participation (WP). 

All funding for WP is fully allocated to WP activity which is now embedded 
across the University and overseen by the three strategic groups: outreach and 
community engagement, curriculum and learner development, and 
employability. Additional funds such as Aimhigher, and Government and 
charitable funds are also deployed to enhance this successful activity. About 
£360K is invested in outreach and community engagement, £911K on 
curriculum and learner development, and £327K on employability. In addition 
£800K has been invested in the University’s Foundation Degree Centre and 
over £112K in the new Lifelong Learning Centre.  Financial details are provided 
in Appendix 1 along with the progress that has been made against targets and 
details of bursaries. Appendix 2 contains a summary chart demonstrating the 
considerable success in retention that the University is continually making 
whilst increasing entry grades and maintaining its successful widening 
participation profile. 
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4.  CONCLUSION  
 
 Aston University’s Access Agreement has been developed from a well-

established Widening Participation strategy, which in turn is embedded within 
the University’s Strategic Plan. The additional tuition fee income deriving from 
the introduction of deferred variable tuition fees, has enabled Aston University 
to enhance students' Maintenance Grants through the provision of Aston 
Bursaries, thus helping to ensure that no student considering enrolling upon an 
undergraduate degree programme need be deterred from doing so for financial 
reasons. With the additional provision of Placement Allowances and Placement 
Bursaries, as well as a safety net of hardship funding for students who find 
themselves in unexpected financial difficulties during the course of their 
programmes, the University believes that it has put in place a range of financial 
support for students which will facilitate its continued success in enabling 
students from underprivileged backgrounds to benefit from first class Higher 
Education. 

 
 Aston University looks forward to the endorsement of its revised Access 

Agreement by OFFA, so that it can provide early information to prospective 
undergraduate students about its plans for tuition fees and bursary support in 
2010/11.  
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APPENDIX I 
 
Table 4: Investment in Widening Participation across the student lifecycle 
 

WP Activity Funding Stream 2008-09 

Outreach and community engagement    

Outreach - working with schools/colleges, 
pupils, teachers and parents WP Grant 200,026 

West Midlands Excellence Hub - led by 
Aston DfES 32,500 

Aston working in collaboration with local 
HEIs and schools/colleges including student 
mentoring Aimhigher 65,000 

Student and staff Volunteering TQEF (2008-09 only) 24,346 

HEFCE Summer School HEFCE 23,000 

Routes into languages (RintoL): Aston-led 
regional programme Other HEFCE funds 15,000 

SUB-TOTAL: Outreach and community 
engagement   359,872 

Curriculum and Learner Development     

Learning and Development Centre WP Grant 267,543 

Student Writing Mentors based in the LDC CETL (up to 2010) 6,000 

Peer Mentoring and Mature Students WP Grant 121,842 

Learning and Teaching Evaluation and 
Research and WP data analysis WP Grant 209,742 

Student Evaluation Officer (Student Voice) TQEF 25,000 

Student Support WP Grant 183,467 

Other student support and retention 
resources (Student Support) HEFCE Teaching Grant 53,414 

HEA Summit Programmes: Inclusive 
curriculum and BME achievement HEFCE Teaching Grant 3,200 

Retention Project: Peer Mentoring Pathways 
to Success HEFCE/PHF 41,000 

SUB-TOTAL: Curriculum and Learner 
Development   911,208 

Employability     

Placement support and part-time work WP Grant 183,341 

Co-ordinating placement activity and 
working with SMEs WP Grant 144,000 

SUB-TOTAL: Employability   327,341 

Foundation Degree Centre HEFCE 800,000 

Centre for Lifelong Learning     

Set-up costs Lifelong Learning Network 12,500 

Staffing and non-pay costs HEFCE Teaching Grant 100,000 

Centre for Lifelong Learning   112,500 

Student Bursaries Student Fee Income 1,278,000 

TOTAL   3,788,921 
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Table 5: Investment in Widening Participation – Funding Streams 
 

Funding Stream 

Amount 
investe
d in WP 
(£) 

Proportio
n of total 
WP 
Investme
nt (%) 

HEFCE WP Allocation (including Disability and Retention 
Allocation) 

1,309,96
1 35% 

HEFCE Teaching Grant 156,614 4% 

HEFCE TESS Allocation (TQEF only NOT WP-retention) 49,346 1% 

Other HEFCE funds eg research, Aimhigher, summer 
school, CETL 914,500 24% 

Charitable sources 20,500 1% 

Student Fee Income (for bursaries) 
1,278,00

0 34% 

Other private income     

Other eg DCSF, Lifelong Learning Network 45,000 1% 

TOTAL 
3,773,92

1  100% 

 
Table 6: Progress against targets 
 

Target Source:  Actual position Evidence/comm
entary for stated 
position 

Meeting or exceeding WP PI 
benchmarks – access and retention  

 

Strategic 
Statement 
and Access 
Agreement 

Exceed all Access 
and Retention PIs 
(except disability) 
Need to check non-
continuation for 
mature students 

Have invested 
resources into 
supporting 
mature students 
because 
historically the 
picture for non-
continuation of 
mature students 
has been mixed. 

Meeting or exceeding University KPIs 
relating to ‘Learning and Teaching’ 
(non-continuation of FT first degree 
entrants, and employability) and 
‘Community Engagement’ 
(Undergraduates from lower socio-
economic groups)  

Strategic 
Statement 

On target Considerable 
commitment to 
meeting widening 
participation 
benchmarks and 
close monitoring 
of KPIs. 

HEA Summit Improving BME 
Achievement 
Development of a Toolkit for staff: 
supporting student and staff 
engagement and integration in the 
classroom 
Further develop quality assurance 
mechanisms in order that programmes 
are required to respond to degree 
attainment differentials by ethnicity and 
to have action plans 

Strategic 
Statement 

Progressing 
towards target. 
Outcomes planned 
for December 2008 
with reflective 
report February 
2010. 

Progress reports 
to the University’s 
Learning and 
Teaching 
Committee. 
 

HEA Summit – Developing Inclusive Strategic Progressing Progress reports 
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Learning and Teaching:  
seeks to enhance and embed good 
practice  to embed inclusivity in our 
learning and teaching practice across 
the University through a range of 
actions including: developing of an 
inclusive checklist for programme 
approval across the University, set up 
an equality and diversity Virtual 
Learning Environment module for staff, 
and provide workshops for staff 

Statement towards target. 
Outcomes planned 
for December 2008 
with reflective 
report February 
2010. 

to the University’s 
Learning and 
Teaching 
Committee. 
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APPENDIX II 
 
 

Chart 1: Continuation of all full-time first degree entrants from 1997-2007 
 

PERFORMANCE INDICATORS: CONTINUATION FOLLOWING YEAR OF ENTRY

         

Chart showing Aston's figures for % all full-time first degree entrants 

continuing in HE following year of entry against benchmark figures
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Participation of students from Low Participation 

Neighbourhoods 

Chart 2: Full-Time First Degree Entrants at Aston University 

 

The chart does not include 2006/07 data as the postcode indicator used to identify Low 

Participation Neighbourhoods was changed from Super Profiles to the revised POLAR 

definitions of low participation areas (POLAR2).  Data is not comparable to previous years. 

                     Entrant Population             
     From Low Participation Neighbourhoods 
                         (POLAR2)                                  

Year of 
Entry   

Total 
Entrants   

Number of 
young 

entrants   

Percent of 
entrants 
who are 
young   

Percent 
with 

known 
data  

Percent 
from 

group (of 
known data)  

Benchmark  
Location 
adjusted 

benchmark  

2006/07     1775    1615    91.1%    99.9%       8.7%        8.3%        9.1% 

               
                                   
              

     From Low Participation Neighbourhoods  
                        (Super Profiles)                          

2005/06       1780         1645          92.4%        93.2%        14.3%         13.0%           13.1%       

2004/05     1560    1385    88.7%    93.6%     14.4%      12.8%      13.1% 

2003/04     1590    1405     88.4%    94.2%     13.1%      13.6%      13.5% 

2002/03    1470    1325     90.1%    93.5%     12.7%      12.8%      13.3% 

2001/02    1440    1304    91.0%    96.0%     14.0%      12.0%      12.0% 

2000/01    1446    1334    92.0%    97.0%     12.0%      12.0%      12.0% 

1999/00    1168    1067     91.0%    99.0%     11.0%      11.0%      11.0% 

1998/99     1406    1250     89.0%    99.0%     11.0%      11.0%        n/a         

1997/98     1418    1269    89.0%    99.0%     12.0%      11.0%         n/a 

  
 


