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Introduction
This report outlines the impact that BA (Hons) Education and BA (Hons) Education with Foundation
has on supporting students from underrepresented groups to access Higher Education (HE). More
specifically it addresses aspects of individual admissions processes and the varying identities of
students within this programme.
BA (Hons) Education is committed to Widening Participation (WP) both through their course content
that illuminates challenges and ways to support underrepresented groups within Education and
Society, and through their inclusive admissions processes that engages with all applicants, including
those who do not initially appear to meet standard university entry requirements.

BA Education Admissions Process
The BA Education programmes (BA Education and BA Education with Foundation) admissions follow
standard University processes and makes use of the flexibility in the system. Rather than selecting
students through an algorithm where student qualification grades determine if they get accepted or
declined, all applications to the programmes are read by the Admissions Tutors. BA Education
encourage all students to apply; those who meet the standard entry requirements will be accepted.
Applicants that do not meet the standard entry requirements are carefully considered and where
possible, contextual offers are made. For example, applicants over 21 (mature) may be offered an
interview and/or a reading and writing task designed to allow the applicants to demonstrate their
interest in education, learning and developing HE academic skills. Their proficiency in the task is used
to determine their capability and an offer is made (or not) on the basis of this. Applicants for the BA
Education course who do not meet the entry requirements for the 3-year course can also be offered
a place on the BA Education with Foundation course where entry requirements are lower.
All applications to the BA Education with Foundation course are also examined carefully. Any
applicants who appear to be potentially suitable for the 3-year course are contacted and offered the
opportunity to have an interview and do the reading/writing task with a view to changing their
application to BA Education.

Aims
The purpose of the impact evaluation was to assess which barriers to HE students started to overcome
as a result of their participation in BA (Hons) Education and BA (Hons) Education with Foundation and
to map those barriers against the Theories of Change (ToC) for the Access strand at the University of
Plymouth. Specifically, this report aims to demonstrate how the admissions, access and engagement
processes used by BA Education have an impact on students’ access to HE, with influences also on
success and progression that should be explored further in additional research.
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Evaluation Design and Data Collection
It is important to note that the researcher for this impact evaluation is a BA (Hons) Education graduate,
which presents both limitations and strengths. Despite there being potential limitations surrounding
bias, the researcher will only work with what data is presented by the participants, considering both
positive and negative aspects of student experiences where applicable. This insider-lens enables the
researcher to understand and relate to participant experiences, understanding more of the subtleties
of the BA Education admissions process than a researcher who does not have this insider knowledge.

– Narrative Biographies
Narrative biographies that were submitted as part of an assessment were analysed to consider access
and the background context to individual journeys into HE. The narrative biographies were secondary
data since they became part of this research after they had already been submitted. The biographies
were written by BA Education Year 1 and Year 2 students. The aim of analysing the narrative
biographies was to explore routes into HE in a qualitative way. As the biographies were shared after
the students had written them, they are more likely to be open and transparent versions of their
access to HE. Exploring journeys in this way aligns with the ToC for Access because the students explain
their story into HE without being restricted by questions.
The biographies were evaluated by drawing upon themes from the ToC for Access as well as literature
that explores access in HE (See Reay, Ball and David, 2002; Christie, 2007; Brooks, 2008; Crozier, Reay
and Clayton, 2019) and personal experience of being a BA Education graduate, studying issues within
education and having experience of the programme. The themes were firstly noted in the narratives
and then linked to the ToC to ensure the data was not being fixed into pre-established themes. For
example, whilst identity and belonging are not in the ToC for Access, they were a dominant theme
within the students’ biographies.
Interpretative analysis was used for the analysis of the qualitative data by drawing upon the above.
Table 1 demonstrates emerging themes from the biographies with links to the ToC and Figure 1
indicates the frequency of specific themes mentioned by the students with regards to access.
Following hermeneutics, a methodology that prioritises looking deeper into situations rather than
taking them at face value (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018), the students experiences were
illuminated to enable wider context and implications to be explored. For example, how influencers
inhibited or enabled motivation can be explored whilst considering why influencers may have specific
attitudes such as they personally had a negative experience, or they want to encourage the student
to have a better life experience than them. Therefore, understanding why individuals may feel a
certain way is imperative, rather than just knowing if they feel a certain way.

– Post-activity Survey and Interview
The narratives lay a foundation for more questions to be developed for the survey, tailored to the
specific experiences of BA Education students. The aim of the survey was to build on the themes from
the biographies, and to assess more specific data related to underrepresented groups within HE that
could not be accessed from the biographies. The survey assesses potential barriers for BA Education
students when accessing and attending HE, as well as demonstrating what support the students
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received during the process. The survey was sent out to Foundation year, Year 1, and Year 2 students
2020-21. The quantitative data was useful to assess against our ToC and discover specific aspects
about BA Education, whereas the qualitative data allowed respondents to detail their individual
experiences.
This dataset provides an understanding of the choices participants made when attending HE, any
barriers they experienced, what admissions process they had for BA Education, how such process
influenced their admissions experience, and the support that they could access throughout the
application and admissions process. There were six responses to the survey. Due to the timing of this
survey being during the summer break, this could explain why there was a low response rate.
However, three respondents agreed to participate in a follow-up interview. The interview was shaped
as a narrative discussion. Enabling the participants to share their stories and build upon their survey
answers was vital to understanding experiences as BA Education students.

Students’ profile
Since the narratives were anonymous and students were not required to disclose any personal
information, the underrepresentation demographic is unknown. There were 24 biographies used in
this analysis. Many students did include some personal details, which shows that there are students
from underrepresented groups within the BA Education programme, including low socio-economic
status, students with disabilities and mature students.
Out of the six survey responses, four are mature students, and five of the survey respondents are from
one or more underrepresented background, including a combination of POLAR4 Q1 (students from an
area with the lowest participation rates), disability, mature students, carers and care leavers. Whilst
having six respondents does not demonstrate the whole BA Education demographic, it does illustrate
that students from underrepresented groups are present in this programme and experience the
support provided. Furthermore, all three interview participants were mature students; again, this
does not demonstrate a full representation of the BA Education demographic. However, since mature
students tend to have more non-traditional qualifications but years of experience with their careers
(Reay, Ball and David, 2002), they are excellent examples to showcase the individualised and tailored
approach that non-traditional students may experience. All the interview participants were also carers
for children and/or individuals with disabilities. Supporting mature students and carers is recognised
in the Access and Participation Plan (APP), especially when students, such as those in this research,
intersect more than one non-traditional or underrepresented category.

Impact Evaluation
– Narratives Evaluation
The student biographies have demonstrated how students have overcome many barriers to access BA
Education. Throughout the biographies students reflected on their education journeys and their
personal identity. The following table illustrates the barriers highlighted within the biographies, the
aims of exploring them and the emerging themes.
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Barriers and
facilitators to
access HE

Aims of analysis

Influencers

Understanding the way
influencers have an impact on
education journeys.



Demonstrating how negative
feelings of identity can inhibit
HE experience.



Identity and
belonging

Emerging themes







Self-efficacy

Understanding how self-belief
influences student
experiences.





Aspirations and
motivation



Exploring motivators that
students have for accessing
HE and potential barriers.
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Challenging home experiences
inhibited opportunities to access HE
Parental encouragement was key in
their decision to come to university.

Students suggesting that they did
not ‘belong’ in HE because of their
varied backgrounds – e.g. low socioeconomic status, sexuality, being a
mature student and disability.
Students reported a shift in their
identities from their ‘home’ persona
to their ‘University’ persona which
made them feel like they did not
belong.
Students identified that once they
started BA Education, its inclusive
nature made them feel more at ease
with their identity.
Negative school experiences reduced
self-belief, which made students
believe they could not succeed in HE.
Students noted a pressure that was
placed upon them to know who they
‘were’, this made them experience
internal conflict and negative
feelings towards themselves.
Some students experienced a
‘moment’ or thought that motivated
them to come to university, unlike
students who go to university
because it is ‘the next step’; this
includes personal growth or
supporting a growing family. See
examples below.
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Table 1 Access barriers and narrative biography themes

In the biographies some of the students noted motivators in their lives; their education journeys and
choices to attend HE were often shaped around these experiences. Examples include: ‘Getting out of
this situation was a massive turning point for me, I decided I was worth more so made a change’; ‘I
want to have a rewarding job with benefits that suits me’; ‘my time as a student was going to be a
time to be ‘me’, not ‘mum’, ‘wife’ or ‘daughter’’; ‘I had the realisation in May 2017 that love and
laughter is not going to buy me a house’. Drivers for attending HE are also discussed later in this
report through the survey responses.
Self-perception and self-efficacy were discussed significantly within the biographies. They also link in
with influencers and identity. One student reflected on their self-efficacy throughout their education
prior to university: ‘I started to believe I was only capable of that level. This caused my personal
identity to decline in many ways and I became anxious, I had low self confidence and self-esteem’.
The same student then reflected: ‘However, I noticed a shift when I entered university. My identity
as a learner skyrocketed, I know this because of the new influences in my life’. This demonstrates
the positive shift that was encouraged by starting their BA Education degree and how it has ‘helped
gain back the self-confidence and esteem that I was lacking before’. Similarly, another student noted
an internal conflict and doubt that created barriers for their self-efficacy and negative perceptions of
themselves: ‘This discordance within myself depended on my own perceived ability - predominantly
inability - within certain situations’.
Lack of or low self-efficacy is noted as a barrier to accessing HE in the ToC for Access within
the Soft Skills barrier, with the specific aim to develop students’ confidence in their resilience and selfbelief. Self-perceptions can influence whether an individual applies to HE and there are also strong
links between self-efficacy, motivation, and success (Edgar et al, 2019). Therefore, these narrative
biographies have suggested that BA Education has had influences on individuals who previously
struggled with self-belief, which is likely to influence their success and progression within HE. It is
important to address how self-belief can inhibit the application process, therefore this section reflects
how the students demonstrate the barriers they faced prior to HE with regards to self-belief, before
even speaking with an admissions tutor. This can be considered for future work with regards to selfefficacy and access, for example understanding why students do not believe in themselves and how
this can prevent them from applying to HE. Additionally, some BA Education students reflected on
their self-perceptions and how the tutors positively influenced their self-belief which then encouraged
them to apply for the programme – this is explored later in this report (see follow-up interview
evaluation below). This highlights how BA Education support students’ self-efficacy within their
journeys into and through HE.

Another theme from the biographies was identity and belonging. Some participants discussed a
‘rebelling’ period when they were younger, that navigated them towards challenging behaviour and
experiences, for example ‘my behaviour became increasingly more risky as I tried to break away
from my parents and create my own life and identity […] because I was so unsure of who I was’.
However, as they navigated their identity they understood ‘how important life and family are [and]
they have given me drive and desire to continue to better myself’. It is important to consider the
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potential barrier that this uncertainty could have created with regards to applying to HE – those with
a stronger sense of identity are more likely to attend HE (Ramsey and Brown, 2018). Therefore, this
reflection illustrates the importance of the aims in the ToC for Access, specifically the aim to support
students to reflect on the impact of their personal circumstances on their attitudes towards HE and to
expand their thinking and experience.

With regards to influencers, the participants noted being positively or negatively influenced by
parents, family members, friends, and teachers. This affirms the Influencer barrier in the ToC for
Access and highlights how relevant and important working with Influencers is. For one participant, ‘I
was seen by the teachers as my sister’s younger brother, no matter how hard I tried to separate
myself from this label’, ‘living in the shadow of someone greater than myself made me think in a
very negative way about everything’. This reflection illustrates both negative feelings of identity and
negative influences from those around the student; how they were perceived by their surrounding
influencers had an impact on their self-perception. Since the literature acknowledges that negative
experiences with influencers can make individuals less likely to attend HE (Cotton et al, 2016), it could
be suggested that feeling supported by the institution and programme itself could improve access to
HE (see below).
Positive influencer experiences were also noted: ‘I had a strong bond with my teachers, so I
was fully engaged in the subject and did the best that I could’. Similarly, ‘My Nan shaped my
education (and therefore my identity I feel) by regularly teaching me things that I would come to
learn in class’. Another participant explained that their achievements being lower than expected
made them lose motivation, but ‘I then had a conversation with my parents where they guided me
about what I really wanted to do in life’, which gave them the drive to apply to HE. Influencer
encouragement and engagement with the student can promote self-belief, stronger senses of identity
and drive to be at university (Ardion, 2018).

Percentage of students experiencing specific barriers to accessing HE
Positive

Negative

63%
54%

50%

42%

42%

21%

Influencers

Identity

Motivation/Aspirations

Figure 1 Positive and negative experiences of barriers throughout education journey

Figure 1 illustrates the percentage of education journeys that mention aspects of influencers, identity,
and motivation/aspirations. Understanding what specific barriers students experience and how they
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individually overcome them can be used to implement support for those who do experiences these
barriers and are less able to overcome them.

– Survey Evaluation
The survey responses demonstrate student experiences and the support that was available with
regards to accessing BA Education. The following figure (Figure 2) demonstrates the reasons students
decided to attend university.

Career progression
To get a specific job
To make friends/socialise
To have a different life experience to my family
To get back into studying
My family have all been to university
To continue studying
To live away from home
Financial reasons
0

1

2

3

4

Figure 2 Drivers for attending University

None of the respondents selected ‘My family have all been to university’ as an option, demonstrating
that HE was not something they were immersed in prior to them attending. Whilst these respondents
overcame this barrier, not being immersed in HE can decrease the likelihood of an individual attending
(Cotton et al, 2016; Ardion, 2018). Additionally, as noted in the ToC for Access, Influencers can impact
a student’s experience, therefore if the surrounding influencers have not experienced HE themselves,
they may struggle, or be unaware of how, to support the student. Importantly, whilst there are only a
small proportion of students in this sample, this suggests that there is an increasing number of firstgeneration students in HE overcoming barriers to access.
Career progression was the most selected driver for attending HE. This is reflected in literature
surrounding HE choice and drivers, with job prospects and progression being a significant influence on
attending HE (Campbell, Macmillan and Wyness, 2019).
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4
3.5
3
2.5
2
1.5
1
0.5
0
Confident

Nervous

Strongly Agree

Uncertain

Agree

Excited

Like I didn't
belong there

Neither Agree Nor Disagree

Proud

Disagree

Stressed

Financially
Concerned

Strongly Disagree

Figure 3 BA Education feelings prior to attending HE

The above graph (Figure 3) exploring feelings felt prior to university can be linked to potential access
barriers within the ToC for HE. For example, if a student feels as if they do not belong then they are
less likely to attend university and less likely to succeed (Stahl and Habib, 2017; Ramsey and Brown,
2018); five out of the six participants agreed or strongly agreed with this feeling. This is linked to the
barriers of Self-efficacy and Identity and Belonging from Table 1, whereby students do not feel as if
they deserve to be at university. This was reflected by one participant within the survey, who stated
‘I lacked confidence and pride from my previous studies due to problems in the courses I had taken.
This led to the feeling that maybe I wouldn't belong in university’.
None of the participants agreed with feeling confident and all of the participants agreed with feeling
uncertain. This is typical of students attending HE, specifically those within the underrepresented
groups that participated within the survey (Tett, 2004).
After having spoken with the BA Education tutors prior to and during the application process, most of
participants emphasised how they felt reassured by the tutors which alleviated some prior negative
feelings. When asked to explain why they felt a specific way prior to starting university, one participant
who selected ‘Like I didn’t belong there’ went on to explain ‘I was not confident. I believed the
university was taking a chance with me’. However, after a discussion with a BA Education tutor at an
Open Day the same participant stated that ‘I felt wanted and believed in’. These feelings can have
significant impacts on self-efficacy and belonging, as discussed by Soria and Bultmann (2014) and
Ardion (2018). This example reflects the significance that BA Education tutors have on enhancing
student’s self-efficacy; without the support provided by the tutors, students may not have applied to
HE which then could have implications on student access.
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Type of Offer/Application Process

2

Accepted from UCAS
application
Interview

3

Writing and Reading
Task
1

Figure 4 BA Education Application process

Figure 4 highlights that the majority of respondents were accepted onto the BA Education course
through the adapted admissions processes. This is for a variety of reasons including that they did not
have the required formal qualifications or that they had been out of education for many years.
Without the opportunity to have an individualised approach to admissions, 4 out of the 6 respondents
would have not been able to access HE. BA Education has engaged and supported students who would
have otherwise been rejected by the grade/admissions algorithm; this inclusive admissions process
promotes inclusion, acknowledges the diversity of applicants, and considers individuals based on their
capability and potential rather than formal qualifications.

– Follow-up Interview Evaluation
The narrative interviews enabled exploratory and open discussions with the participants. This enabled
the students to share their experiences and tell their admissions story, including conversations with
tutors and UCAS applications.
All three interview participants had the writing and reading task as part of their journey through the
admissions process. In their interview, one participant discussed completing the reading and writing
task and how it enabled them to access BA Education: ‘It was my willingness. I'm sure the actual essay
was probably rubbish, but I'm sure that they saw that I put the effort in’. Similarly, another
participant expressed the benefit of completing the task prior to attending university: ‘I think
personally, it led me to believe that I could actually do it. If I had just been accepted without it, I
think I would have crumbled before even the first session. It was the fact that I felt like I'd pulled a
good piece of writing out’.
Additionally, the participants reflected on conversations they had with tutors prior to applying, and
the difference it made to them. One participant explained how being reached out to and having phone
calls with one of the tutors was ‘very important in the [admissions] process […] it just made me feel
like it was more in reach. […] It gave me the confidence to take the first step […] she said, you know
this is possible if you just do this step and this step’. Further, another participant expressed ‘it was
like a lifeline really, because there was the moment that actually it is all possible. So that really gave
me the drive to prove myself’. This was mirrored in the second interview with another participant
who shared this example: ‘I said I don't have the GCSE's 'cause I'd been online and had a little look
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and I don't have anything, I can't go to university. […] That's alright, she said, that's okay, she said,
and I remember her saying to me, we can teach you the study stuff, we can teach you those things,
she said but we can't teach you what you've already got, she said, what you have right now, she
said, we can build upon that’.
These participant reflections illustrate the significance of these conversations, especially since
they are remembering them two years (for two participants) and one year (for one participant) after
they happened. These created feelings of being believed in and encouraged self-belief, as highlighted
by a participant ‘it just makes you believe that it is possible’. As reflected earlier in this report, selfbelief/efficacy has a significant influence on an individual’s drive to access HE and influences their
experience and successes in HE too.
Another prominent aspect discussed in the interviews was how beneficial feeling like an individual
was to the participants. When asked what made the difference for them during the admissions
process, the participant answered: ‘it was the individualized support. It was the feeling of genuinely
wanting me as opposed to just a faceless number’. Similarly, another participant explained that the
support provided made them was ‘really personal and it made me feel like an individual and not a
number on an admissions list’. The third participant mirrored this, explaining the individual support
was ‘second to none, they’ve just been brilliant’. Individualised support is imperative to supporting
all students but especially underrepresented students who may have experienced pervious barriers in
education.

Conclusions and recommendations
Analysis of the impact evaluation indicates that the inclusive BA Education admissions process has a
positive impact on the participants, although this cannot be generalised due to the small survey and
interview sample. Therefore, it is essential to continue collecting data to see if the trend is present for
more students. Despite the small sample, the richness that was gained from the interviews can
demonstrate the individualised application and admissions process that students experienced and
how this positively impacted on their access to HE and their subsequent journey. The participants have
shared examples of the tailored approach they experienced, reflecting on the significant opportunities
that the tutors provided them to access HE.
When mapping against the Theories of Change for the different stages of the students’ experience,
data highlights the potential impact on different barriers:

Theory of Change

Target audience

Access

HE ready
students (BAEd
applicants)
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Barriers and perceived impact (medium-term outcomes)
Lack of Knowledge of HE – Increased awareness of HE options
through discussions with BA Education tutors
Lack of Soft Skills – Increased confidence and self-belief through
positive influencer experiences. Self-perceptions also increased
through encouragement from tutors
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Socio-Economic factors - Increased awareness of and
empowerment to choose options outside of socio-economic
context. Increased social capital
Success

BAEd students
(Foundation and
First Year)

Identity – Individualised admissions process influenced feelings of
identity and belonging.

To increase the scope and impact of this evaluation, it is recommended that students are given the
survey early in their first year on the programme, which would increase the number of students that
the survey reaches and is likely to improve participation. Further, as the admissions process will have
been only a few months ago rather than one or two years, the students are more likely to remember
the process. Additionally, to consider the progress and success strands within the ToC, additional
research is required which could be in the form of a follow-up interview at the end of the year. More
specific demographic data would be able to highlight which underrepresented groups are supported
the most through this individualised admissions process.
Overall, BA Education’s inclusive and adaptable admissions processes have had powerful influences
on students from underrepresented groups within this report. The individualised support has enabled
students, who previously thought it was not possible, to access HE. The tutors enabled students to
build their confidence, feel believed in (and believe in themselves) and further develop their personal
and academic potentials. The BA Education programmes ensure that anyone who has the potential to
succeed in HE is supported to access the opportunity to.
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