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1. Summary

This Access Agreement sets out plans to widen access to Higher Education for students from under-represented groups and support such students whilst on programme.

The Agreement has been developed in accordance with the College’s Single Equality Scheme and Equality Action Plan, designed to meet the requirements of the Equality Act 2010. Regular monitoring of the Access Agreement and Widening Participation Strategic Assessment will be undertaken by the Higher Education Working Group which will report to the Senior Management Team.

The College will undertake to spend a minimum of 15% of the tuition fee income above the basic fee cap on widening access measures. This reflects the success of the College in widening participation through a range of measures.
2. Context

The College firmly locates Higher Education (HE), both prescribed and non-prescribed, at the core of its mission. It is linked to its other provision; Further Education and workplace learning. Higher Education activity explicitly supports the College’s Mission and Strategic Aims. 
The College’s mission statement and related aims are as follows:

Mission
Ensure

· Achievement, progression and employment opportunities
Through
· Outstanding delivery

Of

· Technical, vocational and academic education and skills
Vision

It is our ambition to build a “Community University” of unique and distinctive character with and ‘outstanding’ national and local reputation. To define this: 

“Community” – the north M3 ‘corridor’

“University” – full spectrum of FE and HE provision.

Key themes underpin our drive to realise our vision:
Student achievement – results skills and progression
Reputation – quality judgements and kite-marks, participation and enrolment, employer engagement, partnerships and PR

Business strength/robustness – finance, capital, staffing and systems.

Values describe the way we behave in our dealings with each other, our students and our partners:

· Professionalism

· Openness and transparency

· Respecting individuals

The College kept tuition fees at, or below, the basic fee level until 2014-15. For 2015-16 the College decided to charge fees above the basic fee level. This was as a consequence of the rising costs of delivering high quality HE programmes and the need to improve opportunities in the College for wider participation in HE. Students were recruited under the new fees regime according to the 2015-16 Access Agreement. 
This Access Agreement sets out how the College intends to widen access to Higher Education and support student success during 2017-18. The Agreement continues to articulate with the College’s Single Equality Scheme and Equality Action Plan.
3. Student profile

The student population has become more diverse since a baseline was established in 2012-13 and presented in the first Access Agreement.

In 2015-2016 the following distribution occurred:

Targets and Milestones:

· % new starts on full time courses who did not complete the year (2014-15): 1% (13% 2012-13) (2% 2013-14)

· Full time young students recruited from HESA POLAR 3 Quartile 1 and 2: 36% (29% 2012-13) (35% 2014-15)

· % full time students drawn from ‘Ethnicity 43 – Other Asian):
3% (3% 2012-13) (3% 2014-15)
· % full time students self-declared as having a disability/learning difficulty: 20% (18% 2012-13) (21% 2014-15)

· Number FCOT students progressing from Level 3 to HE at the college: 47 (61 in 2012-13) (56 in 2014-15)

Commentary:
The College successfully supports students to succeed in their first year. The College provides enhanced tutorial support to HE students in the first year and good access to study skills workshops. The college assures itself about the quality of teaching through the provision of qualified and experienced teachers and regular observation of teaching practice, much of which is recognised to be outstanding. We wish to continue to prioritise the resources apportioned to student success to maintain the high levels of success reported. 
The College provides excellent opportunities for HE for students recruited from local authority wards in the two lowest quartiles of average rates of participation in HE as reported in HESA Polar 3 tables. Students resident in the local authority wards identified are strongly represented in the College's FE level 3 population.
The College is located in an area with a large minority Nepalese population. The College has successfully widened participation with this group into its Level 2 and 3 provision. However, the numbers participating in HE are below the FE participation level. Through targeted intervention with this minority group the College continues to seek to raise aspiration to progress to HE. The current rate of participation has been maintained since 2012-13. We have renewed our focus on this population in partnership with a HEFCE-funded widening participation group led by University of Surrey. We plan to target support for progression through enhanced tutorials and provision of information related to opportunities at the College and bursary funds available.
The College already attracts significant numbers of students with a self-declared disability. This has risen by 3% since 2012-13. The College provides excellent support to students with disabilities. The resources and expertise developed to support the FE students in the College is available to support students to succeed. This support is a key element in the maintenance of outstanding levels of retention and success for students in their first year reported above. There has been a cultural shift in recent years that has had a positive effect on students’ willingness to share information about disability at application. There is a growing awareness that early notification will help transitions to be successful.
The numbers of students applying to study HE from the College’s own FE population has been in steady decline. However the share of the Colleges students in a smaller population of Year 1 students has risen consistently since 2012-13. Students at the College are more likely to be studying vocational programmes. There has been a significant rise in the number of students gaining access to university with vocational qualifications. There has also been a rise in the number of Distinction awards made which aligns with the UCAS tariff requirements for ‘selecting’ universities. As the College’s share of the market full time 18+ students has declined, the college has sought to ensure that students have an opportunity to become familiar with the HE in general and the offer at the College. There has been an increase in the total number of students progressing to HE. Despite the College recruiting a smaller share of such students, progressing students now form a larger part of the students recruited to Year 1 in the College. Characteristically, students drawn from the two lowest quartiles of HESA Polar 3 Local Authority Wards are more likely to study near to home. We will seek to continue increase both the absolute numbers of College-based students progressing to HE and as a share of the intake. The College will translate the strategies used to promote progression to HE from Level 3 with local 6th Form Colleges operating within the tertiary arrangements in place in Hampshire.
The College has been successful in widening participation and will consolidate the improvements won through successful interventions. The targets and milestones set for 2016-17 continue to be relevant and stretching if we are to maintain and extend our work to attract students with characteristics that identify them as priorities for widening participation. In particular, the College wishes to sustain the work established through the University of Surrey-led Higher Education Outreach Network, either in a legacy association or as part of new widening participation collaboration.  
4. Fees

All full time fees have been notified to applicants via the UCAS website and will form part of the Key Information Set (KIS). In addition the College has also informed Student Finance England. The College displays fee information on its public website.

Full-time fees
The fees for full-time HE programmes (120 credits) will be £8000 per annum for 2017-18, except for Higher Nationals which will be charged at £5000 per 120 credits and work-based programmes which will be charged at £6000 per 120 credits. 
Part-time fees

Part time students will normally be charged as above on a pro-rata basis. The maximum fee for part-time students will not exceed the Government’s maximum tuition fee level for part-time students (currently £6750). 
5. Strategies to increase access and retention

Financial support for students

The College was been a member of the National Scholarship Programme since its inception. Scholarships were awarded for the last time in 2014-15 and were replaced by targeted College bursaries in 2015-16. The total number of bursaries supported by the Offa-countable funds was capped. However, the College allocated further matching funds to ensure that those applicants judged to be eligible received support. 22 students received £2000 in phased payments once attendance and participation thresholds had been met. The majority of the full time students were in receipt of the full maintenance grant element of funding and will be eligible for continued support in 2016-17 and some in 2017-18 under the Offa Access Agreement in place in 2015-16. The number of students that will continue as beneficiaries was higher than expected. However, we were reassured that the financial support had reached those with the greatest need.  Sponsored work-based students are not eligible for bursaries. 
For 2017-18, Offa-countable funds will be now be targeted only to Year 1 students. The College will match fund the bursaries for progressing students to ensure that there is sufficient resources available for outreach and on course support activities. 
· The College will provide a capped number of Offa-countable phased cash bursaries of £2000 (pro-rata FTE of 120 credits) for all new HE students that receive a maintenance loan. This will be paid for in the first year of their studies, subject to successful progression and attendance. The number of bursaries awarded will be capped in accordance with the resource plan attached. Recipients must have made a successful application for SFE support for tuition fees and maintenance loans.
Applications must be received by the published closing date. Applications will be ranked according to the size of maintenance loan awarded by Student Finance England and then in order of receipt. 
The College may make additional bursaries available to supplement those that are Offa-countable. This will vary according to the number of bursaries required to support continuing students. 
· The College will provide a capped number of phased cash bursaries of £2000 (pro-rata FTE of 120 credits) capped in accordance with the resource plan for 2017-18 for continuing HE students that received the maximum maintenance loan. These will not be funded by Offa-countable funds.
Facilitating progression of College FE Level 3 students into HE

The College has good arrangements to provide Level 3 students with advice regarding writing CVs, interview techniques, work experience and placements to help them develop their employability skills. Tutorials have been used to assist students to write their UCAS personal statements. We propose to enhance this provision further. Activities currently include:

· working with further education students within the College at all levels to promote progression options to HE study, including Higher Level Apprenticeships.

· providing internal progression events.

· providing 1:1 support for Level 3 students researching HE opportunities, completing UCAS applications and confirming appropriate HE progression routes.

· providing 1:1 support for Level 3 students to develop their CV, undertake job searches, developing their interview techniques and networking skills.

· Engaging with local Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) through to facilitate progression routes for College Level 3 students.

· a target widening participation cohort continues to be identified and strategies implemented to raise participation levels in HE.

Outreach Activities

The College was a member of AimHigher Hampshire and IoW and is actively involved in delivering a range of strategies to widen participation for Hampshire-based college and school students with defined characteristics. In 2015-16 we entered into collaboration with University of Surrey, Royal Holloway University and University of the Creative Arts to create a partnership as part of the National Network for Collaborative Outreach (NNCO). We received a small amount of formulaic funding but have benefited greatly from the work of the network. It is our intention to use some Access funds to support the continuation of the work once NNCO work ends. We will seek to extend our collaborative activity through engagement with the new national outreach programme for students from disadvantaged backgrounds during 2016-17. 
In 2017-18 we plan to spend Offa-countable funds on outreach activities to support activities at key stages in the student cycle. The activities will focus on the widening participation of under-represented groups. The following groups have been prioritised:
a) those without an immediate family experience of participation in HE 

b) those living in disadvantaged socio-economic localities

c) those drawn from specific under-represented Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) communities
d) those with a specific Learning Difficulty or Disability (SLDD)
The local population of Rushmoor Local Authority has a relatively large Nepali resident group that falls into the ‘other Asian’ category for Black and Ethnic Minority Groups. The majority of the general population of Aldershot are resident in an area of low HE participation according to HESA POLAR3 data and therefore are potential beneficiaries of widening participation activities differentiated for socio-economic status. Approximately 10% of the residents of the Borough of Rushmoor in north Hampshire have a Nepali heritage. The College has been successful in raising the participation of students from a Nepali heritage at FE Level 3. We aspire to raise levels of participation for this group in our HE provision. 

The College plans to target its aspiration-raising activities with priority groups that form part of the Level 3 student population currently studying at the College, feeder schools and sixth form colleges. It will also continue to develop the curriculum in areas where Nepali students already study at Level 3. For example, the newly validated Foundation Degree in Healthcare Practice prepares students for new roles in the NHS progressing from Level 3 National Diploma in Health and Social Care. 
The widening participation activities will include:

1. working with the National Network for Collaborative Outreach (NNCO) partnership and successor collaborations to raise aspiration, motivation and achievement amongst key groups including those of Nepali heritage currently studying in schools and colleges.
2. strengthening of progression routes from feeder schools into Further Education and vocationally-relevant Higher Education prioritising those highlighted by HEFCE as serving local authority wards with low participation in HE and/or lower than expected GCSE attainment at Key Stage 4.
3. attending HE awareness events in schools and colleges to provide talks and taster activities to promote a wider awareness of HE opportunities.
4. providing enhanced Information, Advice and Guidance, to include financial matters, at open evening events in local schools, colleges and careers fairs.

5. exploring the development of new links with selected local primary schools serving areas of low HE participation to promote awareness, raise aspiration and promote attainment.

6. jointly marketing with partners HE opportunities for prospective students from areas of low HE participation.
Retention and success activities

In-year first-year retention and success levels across Higher Education programmes within the College was 99% in 2014-15. The College will continue to enhance the support provided for students especially those drawn from the widening participation cohorts to maintain this high level of success in subsequent years. Activities will include:

1. dedicated on-programme HE Additional Learner Support (ALS) provision.

2. study skills sessions delivered as an integral part of the cross-College induction and form part of the extended programme of induction at course level.

3. additional on-programme and 1:1 study skills sessions.

4. close monitoring of attendance patterns and follow up of unexplained absences by tutors and curriculum managers.
5. provision of enhanced College health and counselling services.
6. provision of subsidised nursery places.
7. development of the College VLE to support and extend learning opportunities.
8. providing enhanced 1:1 information and for late applicants to HE and enhanced on-programme support.
7. Setting targets and milestones

The first of a series of publications giving the widening participation and non-continuation indicators for HE provision registered at HEFCE-funded further education colleges (FECs) in England was published in August 2012. The indicators in this Access Agreement are informed by data submitted to HEFCE by the College in the 2015-16 Individualised Learner Record (ILR) and the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) published analysis of student records.
8. Milestones

The widening participation benchmarks stated reflect the areas that the College wishes to focus on as part of its widening participation strategy. The College, as a provider of further education for Level 3 students on a range of vocational and A Level programmes, seeks to raise the aspiration of students to progress to HE. For some students, the opportunity to study at the college is both appropriate for their circumstances and provides them with a good opportunity to achieve a good degree with strong employment prospects.

The retention rates for students enrolled on degree programmes are already high compared to national benchmarks. Focus on raising the levels of retention of specific groups identified will form part of our strategy. The College will also be focussed on raising success levels of students progressing between Level 5 and 6 and to subsequently achieve their qualification.
College recruitment from low participation neighbourhoods in the two lowest categories is higher than the national benchmarks. However, there are further opportunities to engage more effectively with those residents in the lowest participation neighbourhoods closest to the College. This will be best achieved in collaboration with partners, especially the NNCO. The College will use Offa-countable resources to support any legacy partnership that is established to continue the work of NNCO. 
The College wishes to facilitate the progression to HE for disabled students and to maintain and extend the accessibility of our provision to appropriately qualified applicants. This will be achieved through the development of tailored recruitment processes and promotion of HE opportunities.

The College wishes to focus on widening participation in HE from a locally significant Nepali population falling within the “Other Asian” category. The participation level for Nepali students in HE is currently below the numbers studying at the College at FE Level 3. There may be an overlap in interventions targeted at the Nepali population and those residents in low HE participation neighbourhoods.

The Access Agreement sets out milestones as a measure of progress for 2017-18 and for subsequent years in the appended spreadsheet. 
The milestones seek to focus on maintaining the high performance in widening participation for some under-represented groups, whilst setting challenging targets to reach other groups. These are set out in the appended spreadsheet. 
9. Evaluation

The Access Agreement has been prepared by the Director of Higher Education (HE) with the involvement and agreement of the Senior Management Team (SMT) of the College. The Director of HE reports to the Deputy Principal for Quality and HE.

The monitoring of the overall HE strategy, including the implementation of the Access Agreement, is undertaken by the HE Working Group (HEWG). The Group consists of managers delivering the HE curriculum and those overseeing quality. The Group is chaired by the Deputy Principal who reports on its activities to SMT and relevant committees of the Corporation.

The Director of HE reports to HEWG to monitor the progress of the Access Agreement milestones and to determine any new actions that may be required. Members of HEWG may request further information to judge whether objectives have been met. No further resources are required to accommodate this scrutiny. Evidence from an evaluation will be used by HEWG and SMT to review the implementation of the Access Agreement. This evaluation will be used to shape policy decisions about strategies to widening participation and to achieve equality and diversity and to report to Office of Fair Access (OFFA). The widening participation interventions will be evaluated for their success and this will inform the priorities for subsequent Access Agreements with Offa.
10. Student Consultation
The College has a HE Forum where student representatives have an opportunity to debate a range of issues. The students will be provided with an opportunity to reflect upon the strategies being implemented and to make recommendations on new approaches to meet the terms of the Access Agreement.

11. Equality and Diversity

The College has taken due regard of Equality and Diversity. The College’s protocol has been followed in drafting this statement. 
The Agreement has been judged to have a positive impact on widening participation with possible adverse effects having been effectively minimised. Further impact assessment will be undertaken after one complete year.
11. Provision of information to prospective students

The College is committed to publishing clear information on fees and financial support available to students. The College website will be used as the primary source of information to prospective students. Information about the Access Agreement will be published together with details of financial support available. The staff providing information, advice and

guidance, including admissions tutors, will be provided with information about the Access Agreement and the various sources of financial and other sources of support available. The College is committed to providing timely information as required to UCAS and the Student Loan Company.
1

