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Widening Participation Strategy and Access Agreemen t 
 
1.  Introduction  
 
Our vision and aims 
 
Sussex is one of the leading universities in England, in student recruitment, in excellence in teaching and the 
student experience, in research and in serving the needs of business and the community.  Each of these 
activities informs and enhances the others.    Our undergraduate places are in high demand. By continuing to 
renew the academic programmes and facilities that we offer, we aim to continue enhancing these strengths.   
Sussex is also a diverse, multi-cultural community that aims to be open and welcoming to all in society who 
can benefit from, or contribute to higher education and research.  We recruit students from a wide social 
base and recognise and seek to respond to their different attitudes, values and needs. 
 
Widening participation in higher education is a long-term project that needs to involve the whole education 
system from early school years onwards, to raise the aspirations and achievement of young people from all 
backgrounds.  It also involves creating and sustaining 'lifelong learning' opportunities.  Sussex is a very active 
player in this process, in the following ways. 
 
 
Widening participation: our current position 
 
 

Indicator  Latest Sussex 
figure (entry year) 

Latest benchmark 
(entry year) 

Sussex 
2003/4 

Sussex 
2002/3 

Sussex 
1999/00 

 

Students from state schools  85%     (2005/6) 77% location adjusted 
81% raw benchmark 
(2005/6 HEFCE PIs)  

85% 85% 83% 

 

Students from lower socio-
economic groups 

22.5%   (2006/7)   
 
(20.0%   2005/6) 

20.6% location adjusted 
23.4% raw benchmark 
(2005/6 HEFCE PIs)) 

17.9% 17.9% 16.0% 

 

Mature students 16.0%    (2006/7) 
18.1%    (2005/6) 

Nearest proxy: 10.0% 
(1994 Group; 2004/5) 

23.8% 20.8% 18.2% 

 

Black and minority ethnic 
students 

12.1%   (2006/7) 
 

Nearest proxy: 12.2%  
(UCAS acceptances for 
SE HEIs, 2004/5) 

11.5% 10.3% 10.6% 

Disabled students  
(in receipt of Disabled 
Students Allowance) 

6.7%     (2005/6) 3.6% 
(2005/6 HEFCE PI) 

5.8% 4.9% 5.8% 

 
 
The main messages emerging for Sussex are: 
 
• We consistently and significantly exceed HEFCE benchmark for young students from state schools. 
 

• In the past 4-5 years we have turned-around a position of under-recruiting young students from lower 
social groups, and now exceed HEFCE benchmark in this respect. 

 

• We attract a very high proportion of mature (age 21 or over) students on full-time undergraduate 
degrees, compared to other research-intensive universities. 

 

• We attract a very high proportion of students with disabilities compared to national benchmark. 
 

• Our recruitment of Black and Minority Ethnic students is close to (slightly below) the regional norm. 
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Our key widening-participation aims  
 
Target (a): increase the proportion of young studen ts from nationally-defined lower social groups, to 
meet the benchmark indicator published by the Highe r Education Funding Council  
 
Our overall target is to reach HEFCE benchmark under this heading, and the milestone targets that form part 
of our OFFA Access Agreement are:   
 

Yr 1 (2006/7) Yr 2 (2007/8) Yr 3 (2008/9) Yr 4(2009 /10) Yr 5(2010/11) 

19% 20% 21% 22% 23% 
 
We are very encouraged that data for our 2006/7 intakes shows an increase in the proportion of young 
entrants from the target social groups, from 17.9% to 22.5% (see table above).  If the 2007 intake confirms 
this progress, we will have met our location-adjusted HEFCE benchmark and will be well ahead of the 
schedule we set ourselves. Progress towards these targets is being driven by work with young people 
through our Sussex Education Access Scheme (SEAS), our participation in the Sussex Aimhigher project 
and the Sussex Liaison & Progression Accord. 
 
Target (b): keep the proportion of our mature stude nts in the upper quartile of like institutions 
 
Sussex has a strong history of admitting mature students and we are committed to continuing our work within 
this area. Sussex has historically admitted nearly double the average proportion of mature students in the 
1994 Group1.  Our target is to keep the proportion of mature full-time undergraduates in the upper quartile of 
the group.  Recent figures (see table above), whilst showing some decline, still keep us firmly in this zone. 
 
Target (c): keep the proportion of students from bl ack and minority ethnic backgrounds at or above 
the regional norm 
 
We have benchmarked our own current performance at recruiting Black & Minority Ethnic (BME) students, by 
comparing the ethnic mix of our 2006 UK intake to the most recent available proxy data for HEIs in the South-
East region.  This indicates that Sussex currently recruits BME students at a ratio that is comparable to, but 
slightly below, that average, with the trend in the right direction.  We will continue to take steps on this front 
(as part of the initiatives noted under (a) above).  This is a challenging commitment, as regional 
demographics mean that our BME students come disproportionately from schools in inner/south London 
which face challenges in helping their pupils to achieve high grades.  
 
 
2.  Summary of current strands of Sussex’s widening  participation activity 
 
Sussex has established a web of differently-targeted widening participation partnership schemes involving 
over 150 schools, colleges and other agencies, at local and regional levels, to increase aspirations, 
attainment and take-up of HE for able students from disadvantaged backgrounds.  Our main schemes are: 
 
Sussex Education Access Scheme (SEAS)  
Working through partnerships initially established with schools and colleges in the wider S.E. region and inner 
London SEAS works with young people with backgrounds of social and educational disadvantage.  Pupils 
register for the scheme from Year 10 and provide detailed information about themselves and their families. 
SEAS members receive regular correspondence from the University as they progress through school or 
college and have opportunities to visit Sussex for general open days, subject specific events and residential 
activities. SEAS now involves 68 schools; it helps over 4000 students each year, and the scheme continues to 
expand.  
 
Aimhigher Sussex Highway  
As part of the national Aimhigher initiative, Sussex is a very active member of the Aimhigher: Sussex Highway 
Programme, which addresses the problem of significant pockets of deprivation (educational, economic and 
aspirational) within the region, and works with schools and colleges to widen HE participation within the local 
area. Sussex hosts the Brighton & Hove Area team. There are ~2,000 Year 9 to sixth form students currently 
enrolled, via 26 secondary schools and 14 Sixth Forms and FE providers in Sussex.  Participants are carefully 
targeted and engagement is relatively intensive, involving campus visits, residential summer schools, 
mentoring by trained Sussex undergraduates, subject tasters, revision and masterclasses, HE work 
experience and learning seminars.   
 

                                                
1 The group of small-to-medium-sized research-intensive HEIs, with similar undergraduate entry requirements 
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Other links with Schools and Colleges  
 
• Sussex Liaison and Progression Accord (SLPA) .  The University is a founder member of this 

longstanding admissions compact scheme involving 57 Sussex and Channel Isles schools, and through the 
SLPA (in conjunction with other schemes above) we have developed innovative good practice in offer-
making to applicants from WP backgrounds;  

• Our own outreach/inreach events .  Sussex departments offer many WP-oriented events involving links 
with schools, e.g. sixth form conferences, regular science offerings for 14-19 year olds, including days at 
our Creative Science Centre, Gifted and Talented sessions and A level physics and engineering workshops, 
plus tasters, masterclasses and schools visits.  

• Brighton & Sussex Medical School (BSMS). BSMS came into being in 2003, and now employs its own 
WP Officer for outreach work with local schools and colleges.  

• Centre for Continuing Education (CCE).  CCE offers a range of part-time open and award-bearing 
courses, including foundation degrees, delivered at locations across the county.  CCE works closely with 
FECs and other agencies to reach disadvantaged communities, to open up new vocationally-oriented entry-
routes and to renew and maintain Access links. 

• The Sussex Lifelong Learning Network (LLN).  We work with the LLN to create a framework to facilitate 
collaboration between schools, colleges, HEIs, Skills Sectors and other agencies, to clarify and develop 
vocational progression pathways and qualifications, and in general to help schools and colleges to improve 
student achievement. 

 
3.  How our Widening Participation strategy links t o our other strategies  
 
As well as being embedded in our overall corporate strategy, our widening participation aims are closely and 
explicitly linked to these other strands of policy development: 
 
• our Learning and Teaching strategy, which includes making our curriculum more attractive to wider 

social groups, including a focus on employability; also, by looking closely at how the curriculum is 
delivered and assessed, to support our aims for student retention and final achievement, i.e. ensuring that 
outcomes for students from non-traditional backgrounds are in line with other groups; 

 
• academic developments that are very relevant include the very successfully established Brighton & 

Sussex Medical School , a recent root-and-branch review of our Science Curriculum, other initiatives in 
the areas of Business & Management , Media & Film, Creative & Performing Arts, and several new 
part-time Foundation Degrees ; 

 
• our Equal Opportunities strategy, of which our Race Action Plan and our Disability Strategy  are 

important elements; 
 
• our Admissions Policy and practices; 
 
• our Human Resource Strategy , especially its staff development dimensions. 
 
4.  Leadership and development of our Widening Part icipation strategy  
 
Widening Participation policy development at Sussex is headed by Pro-Vice Chancellor (Education) Joanne 
Wright who gives leadership and ensures that the widening participation agenda is strongly represented in 
the University’s senior management thinking, as well as tightly integrated with our Learning & Teaching 
Strategy.  Supporting PVC Wright, the Academic Registrar (Owen Richards) oversees the implementation, 
internal communications and monitoring aspects of the strategy, assisted in turn by our Widening 
Participation Officer (Sara McKernan), who is also a local area manager within the national Aimhigher project.  
There is close liaison with the Planning directorate and our Equalities and Diversities team. 
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ACCESS AGREEMENT  
Sections 5-11 below constitute our formal Access Agreement with the Office for Fair Access. 
 
4.  The new fee regime from 2006/7 
 
The Higher Education Act 2004 permits English universities, with the approval of the Office of Fair Access, to 
charge up to £3000 p.a. tuition fees to UK and EU full-time undergraduates.  This maximum fee will be 
capped until at least 2010 but the fee limit will be increased in line with inflation over that period.  Students will 
no longer have to pay their fees ‘up front’ but will have the option of repaying their fees, alongside their loans, 
after they leave higher education and are earning more than £15,000 p.a., at a zero real (RPI-linked) rate of 
interest.  In our view, the augmentation of university funding by this increase in tuition fees is a long-overdue 
response to an extended period of serious under-funding of higher education which leaves a very challenging 
legacy to put right, e.g. in terms of staff pay and infrastructure development.  There should be no perception 
that universities will suddenly become affluent.  We note in particular that Government has confirmed, in 
statements relating to the Act, that the new fee income is not a substitute for existing streams of public 
funding for universities.  The new income merely begins to restore more reasonable conditions of operation, 
and we need to be very prudent about how much of the additional income we can spend directly on extra 
widening-participation-oriented student support, amongst the many other investment demands to enhance 
the student experience.   
 
5.  The cost of undergraduate study at Sussex from 2006/7 
 
Full-time programmes 
 
With the approval of the Office for Fair Access our standard fees for HEU undergraduate study will be the 
maximum allowable under statute, and we expect to increase our fee year on year by the allowable (inflation-
linked) amount.   
 
The only exception to this worth flagging is that fees for years abroad and sandwich years out continue to be 
limited to the statutory maximum of half the relevant normal programme fee.  
 
Part-time programmes  
 
This access agreement does not cover part-time programmes per se, but for clarity and completeness it is 
worth stating our position on part-time fees.  Like most other universities, we watch developments in this area 
with interest.  The key issue is to what extent the current disparity between arrangements for full-time and 
part-time students will be resolved, in respect of part-time students’ access to state maintenance support and 
the facility to pay tuition fees in arrears.  However, the picture is very much complicated by the fact that part-
time students are not a homogenous group; the right fee for students in hardship or from backgrounds of 
disadvantage may be very different from the fee for someone studying for professional development with 
employer sponsorship, or just as a hobby.  While this scenario continues to play out we will continue to set 
fees for part-time programmes that achieve the best balance we can between institutional costs and the 
students’ means.  
 
6.  Our plans to invest extra fee income in access and student support measures 
 
At a summary level, this is our scale of investment (actual and planned): 
 
 
Table 1 

Yr 1  
(2006/7) 
actual 

Yr 2  
(2007/8) 

plan 

Yr 3  
(2008/9) 

plan 

Yr 4 
(2009/10) 

plan 

Yr 5 
(2010/11) 

plan 
Total estimated additional fee income £3.29M £7.4M £11.8M £13.0M £13.7M 
Amount of additional income to be 
spent on direct student support 

£644K £1300K £2100K £2300K £2400K 

Amount of additional income to be 
spent on outreach 

 
£167K 

 
£210K 

 
£240K 

 
£270K 

 
£270K 

Total estimated investment  
(and as % of new income) 

£811K 
(21.3%) 

£1510K 
(20.4%) 

£2340K 
(19.7%) 

£2570K 
(19.5%) 

£2670K 
(19.2%) 
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7.   Direct financial support for students  
 
7.1  Form of payment of support to students  
 
At present, student support payments mentioned below will be provided in the form of cash (although we are 
considering other kinds of arrangement for the future).  Figures quoted in this section are per annum for each 
year of study up to and including completion of four-year full-time programmes.   
 
7.2  Our widening participation bursary and scholar ship schemes 
 
Our student support scheme is designed to focus directly on our widening participation targets, set out in 
section 1 above.   That is, it is a scheme designed to explicitly target support to appropriately-qualified young 
students from lower socio-economic groups, whilst also ensuring a fair deal for our large numbers of mature 
students – who are amongst the most needy.    
 
The solution we have adopted is a balanced structure of both a means-test-based bursary scheme (aimed at 
the least well-off students, many of whom will be mature) and a part-means-tested, part-selective, widening 
participation scholarship scheme.  The way this works in more detail is as follows: 
 
• Sussex bursaries 
 
For students qualifying for a full government maint enance grant (which in 2007/8 includes students 
with family income of less than £17,900 p.a.) we wi ll give a bursary of £1,000 1.   
 
 We have committed to uprate this arrangement for 2008/9 entrants, when the government income threshold 
for a full maintenance grant will rise to £25,000 p.a.  There will be no ‘taper’ arrangement of partial means-
tested bursaries above this level of family income; instead students will be eligible to apply for….  
 
• Chancellor’s scholarships 
 
Students with family income of less than £28,000 ar e eligible to apply for one of up to 200 
Chancellor’s scholarship, each worth £1000 p.a.  
 
The selection criteria for this scheme will be focused on applicants who: 
 
• have no family background of HE; and/or  
• have a background of educational or social disadvantage (e.g. coming from a school that sends a 

relatively low proportion of students to higher education); and/or  
• present evidence of having made a real contribution to their local community.   
 
Within this scheme we operate a quota system, with 80% of scholarships going to students aged under 21 
and 20% for mature students.  This roughly mirrors the current mature student proportion of our current 
student body and is our way of ensuring that a reasonable proportion of student support actually gets to our 
target group.   
 
• Other Sussex scholarships and awards 
 
As well as the means-test-based schemes above, we will continue to offer some other needs-blind 
scholarship schemes (usually subject-based, focused on academic promise and/or high entry grades).  The 
typical amount involved is £1000 p.a.  As these awards are needs-blind and/or externally-funded we are not 
seeking to count them towards this access agreement per se, but they need to be mentioned for context.  
 
Features of our student support scheme 
 
A student from a less well-off background can potentially secure support from more than one of the schemes 
above.  It will certainly not be unusual for students from disadvantaged backgrounds to secure support worth 
£2000 p.a. or more. 
 
Bursaries and scholarships are assessed and paid via internal administrative procedures (the nature of our 
scheme makes it inappropriate to use the national Student Loan Company-run scheme). 
 
Bursary and scholarship eligibility will not be ‘fixed’ at point of entry; applications will be accepted from 
students who become eligible at points later than their first year.  However, students who secure support in 
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the first year will not have their circumstances reviewed, or the threat of support being withdrawn, in 
subsequent years.   Support payments will be extended to cover repeat years. 
 
The funding of both the Sussex bursary and Chancellor’s scholarship strands of our support package will 
come overwhelmingly out of new fee income.  However, we intend to put considerable effort into fund-raising 
to leverage in external contributions from alumni and other donors, to put resources into scholarship, 
hardship and similar schemes with a clear widening participation focus.  Since this fund-raising effort will in 
itself be paid for out of new core income, we have costed it into our projected investment. 
 
The total costs of these strands of support are set out in Table 1 above.  Overall (and having allowed for 
some overlap of students getting both a bursary and a scholarship) we estimate that our student support 
proposals will benefit around 20% of students in the entry cohorts for this planning period, in a way that we 
feel is proportionate to our WP objectives and intelligently targeted to meet those aims. Since all awards are 
for the substantial sum of £1000 p.a. they will make a real difference to students and will work, we think, in 
terms of both recruitment and retention of our target groups. 
 
Support for part-time students  
 
We are keeping the issue of direct institutional support for part-time students under review, but until the 
uncertainties relating to part-time study under the new fees regime set out in section 5 above have been 
resolved, we do not feel able to commit ourselves to a specific scheme or level of investment. 
 
8.   Brighton & Sussex Medical School 
 
The Brighton & Sussex Medical School (BSMS) has been jointly established by the Universities of Sussex 
and Brighton.   BSMS students are members of both universities, and since the two universities’ proposed 
student support schemes are somewhat dissimilar we have had to consult carefully with regard to how 
student support arrangements will work.  We have reached these main conclusions: 
 
• approximately 25% of new BSMS fee income will be re-invested in student support and outreach; 
• BSMS will follow the line taken by both universities, of using the unit of £1000 p.a. to disburse support; 
• BSMS students will mainly fall under the University of Brighton’s bursary scheme, but will also be eligible 

to apply for Sussex’s Chancellor’s Scholarships; 
 
9.  Provision of information to students 
 
Our prospectuses for during the period of this agreement will make prospective students aware of the 
aggregate fees bill for the completion of their courses.  The specific ways in which we intend to invest in 
provision of information to students are these: 
 
• New information materials (paper, www, possibly other media) giving financial advice to prospective 

students about the new fees regime and our support schemes.  These will be developed in cooperation 
with our Students Union, and in some cases will be be jointly ‘branded’;  

 
• providing web-based facilities to enable enquirers to find out about and apply for our scholarship and 

bursary offerings; 
 
• Making financial advice a larger part of our outreach work generally and refining materials and approaches 

for widening participation target groups specifically.  This has major training and team-working implications. 
 
A summary estimate of projected costs for this additional information provision is given in Table 3 below. 
 
 
10  Outreach work  
 
As section 3 above sets out, we already put considerable resource into many strands of widening participation 
work. The additional access measures that we propose to engage with from 2006, set out below, are mainly 
extensions of our existing activities, but some are new.  The target group will be potential students in 
circumstances of socio-economic or educational disadvantage, except where more specific target groups are 
indicated. 
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10.1  Expansion and development of our own Widening Parti cipation work 
 
Outreach/Inreach Description Proposed 

expansion/development 
Milestone/volume target 

by 2007/8 except where stated 

 
SEAS scheme 

 
See section 3 above 
for description of the 
SEAS scheme. 

 
We will expand this scheme by  
significantly beyond 2005 
baseline, consolidating presence 
locally (eg. Crawley) and targeting 
deprived areas of Kent & 
Hampshire.  

 
• Visits increased from 

c.70/year to c.110/year; 
 
• Participants increased 

from beyond 4000  

 
More outreach 
and inreach work 
by Departments 

 
See section 3 above. 
 
We wish to firmly 
embed widening 
participation 
outreach work within 
our departmental 
structures. 

 
We will incentivise and support 
academic departments to 
increase WP outreach activities. 
Faculty will receive staff 
development to assist them in 
working with under 18 year olds 
and will work closely with teachers 
to ensure this work is effective. 

 
• 50 extra outreach events 

per year (partly covered 
by expansion of SEAS 
above); 

 
• Inreach events (6th form 

conferences, workshops 
etc.) to increase volume 
of activity by 50% 

 
• More support for Sussex 

Liaison & Progression 
Accord. 

 
More residential 
HE taster events 

 
‘Bespoke’ residential 
HE taster events, 
mainly targeting  
inner London; with 
an ethnic/religious 
diversity angle. 

 
Starting with one additional 
residential event for 2006/7, to 
scale this up cautiously  (in terms 
of numbers and size of events) as 
demand and resources allow. 

 
• 1 such event for 20-30 

participants in 2006/7, 
looking towards roughly 
doubling this by the end of 
the planning period. 

 
Mature student- 
oriented outreach 

 
See section 4 above 
for current activities. 

 
Increase outreach and orientation 
work for mature students. 

 
• Expand activity in line with 

SEAS above 
 
 
Pre-arrival and 
orientation  support  

 
Description 

 
Proposed 
expansion/development 

Milestone/volume target 
by 2007/8 except where stated 

 
Targeted 
induction/orientation 
support 

 
We will invest 
more, and in more 
targeted ways, on 
support for 
students on arrival 
and the immediate 
period thereafter. 
 
 

 
More and better orientation work  
tailored to the needs of specific 
groups.  E.g. generic and subject-
specific study skills work (of 
different kinds) with students with 
certain kinds of entry qualification, 
or mature students.  A more 
targeted approach to Computing 
and Library induction.  Developing 
welcome and social orientation 
events that are more diversity-
sensitive.   

 
• Volume milestones not 

appropriate; evaluation will 
be via feedback on 
satisfaction levels and 
impact through to 
retention figures and 
reasons given for leaving. 

  
Specific strands of 
this need to 
address the needs 
of disabled 
students and those 
from ethnic 
minorities. 

 
As above, but with specific focus 
on the key areas of addressing 
the needs of students with 
disabilities and those from ethnic 
minorities. 

 
• Same general comment 

on volumes and 
milestones, but note that 
these strands of work will 
be specifically monitored 
under DDA and RRAA-
related action plans. 
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10.2 Collaborative work via Aimhigher and Sussex Li aison & Progression Accord 
 
The AimHigher  project is the main national and regional vehicle for widening participation work that is not 
institution-specific.  The main direct costs of the AimHigher project (including the HE Summer School) are 
funded through regional project teams in a discrete way, therefore although Sussex has staff employed by 
the AimHigher project, their costs are outside the remit of this access agreement.  But it is important to note 
the following points about the local AimHigher context: 
 
• Sussex AimHigher has delivered considerable expansion of activity in recent years and this has required 

growth of the project team based at Sussex which looks after the Brighton & Hove area;   
• It involves our Centre for Continuing Education taking a lead role with regard to developing models of 

workplace-based learning;   
• There has been an increased need for the schools liaison teams of the Sussex HEIs to coordinate with 

each other and with the AimHigher project about the timing and nature of outreach work with schools. 
 
The Sussex Liaison & Progression Accord  (see section 3 for more information on this), whilst in itself not a 
widening-participation-focused scheme, plays an important supporting role in terms of keeping channels of 
communication open between HE and schools and colleges, and facilitating dissemination of information 
about curriculum and admissions policy matters.   
 
Sussex is making a significant ‘hidden’ contribution in terms of the management and overhead costs of our 
participation in these schemes. 
 
 
10.3  Cost of extra investments in information-prov ision and outreach work 
 
The total costs of these strands of investment in additional outreach work are set out in Table 1 above. 
 
 
11   Institutional monitoring arrangements 
 
We will monitor progress and compliance with this agreement in these ways: 
 
i) Monitoring conformance of actual spending against projections for direct student support and 
 outreach measures: via regular financial monitoring reports coming to Vice-Chancellor’s Group, 
 Strategy & Resources Committee, and the University Council; 
 
ii) Monitoring the effectiveness of investments and new activities in relation to progress against targets 
 and milestones:  via regular  reporting to a combination of -  
 

• Senior Academic Committees (focus on student participation, progression and achievement rates) 
• Vice-Chancellor’s Group, Strategy & Resources Committee and the University Council. 
 
 

 
Owen Richards 
Academic Registrar       November 2007 
 
 
 
 
                                                
1 This element of our scheme meets the required commitment to provide institutional bursaries exceeding the minimum 
£300 to students in receipt of the full HE Maintenance Grant. 


