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Today will:

• Provide an overview as to the University’s progress in widening participation

• Demonstrate how contextual offers have contributed to this progress

• Highlight ongoing challenges; both institutionally and across the higher education sector

Overview



• A reputation for being ‘symbolically posh’

• 2001:  Criticised for ‘social engineering’ and discrimination. Head Masters’ Conference proposed application 
boycott

• Innovative outreach programmes but disconnect between practice and admissions policy 

• 2009:  59% of our intake from state schools; 12% from low participation neighbourhoods; 27% from ‘aspiring 
state schools and colleges’

• Lower retention rates and progression to further study or employment between ‘WP’ and ‘non-WP students’

The journey so far



• 2009:  Introduction of the pioneering contextual offer policy

• Targeted approach to all outreach interventions.  Robust evaluation and relentless focus on milestones

• Enhanced relationship with the Office for Fair Access (OFFA) and Office for Students (OfS)

• Improving attainment gap between BAME students and White students; better than the sector

• An institutional recognition that structural disadvantage requires structural change

Making progress



Bristol Scholars



• State school intake is 76%; low participation neighbourhoods, 19%; 34% Aspiring State School and 
College

• Our Ratio of POLAR Quintile 1 students (the least affluent) and Quintile 5 students (the most affluent) 
is approximately 6.7:1, down from 16:1 in 2014

• 5% of our first year home ug intake have taken part in an intensive outreach programme such as Access 
to Bristol or Bristol Scholars.  

2021: Our most diverse cohort



• Contextual data has been used in our admissions process since 2009.

• We have an evidence base that we can admit WP students with lower grades. We are building an evidence 
base for a two grade reduction.

• In 2016 we moved from a one grade to a two grade reduction.

• We now make contextual offers to students from Aspiring State Schools, low participation 
neighbourhoods, have spent time in care, or took part in an intensive outreach project.

Contextual data



• The list of Aspiring State Schools is published on our website.

• We link to the HEFCE postcode checker.

• A postcard has been sent to Aspiring State Schools, and those with high numbers of students living in 
low participation neighbourhoods.

• Contextual offer is published in the prospectus.

Contextual data



• We have an emerging evidence base

• Students overwhelmingly succeed, 93% get a first or 2:1. The same for standard offer students.

• Contextual offer students are less likely to get a first, 37% compared to 41%

Contextual data



• Scepticism from the government

• We have to demonstrate that contextual admissions are not a lowering of standards

• Internal questions around tariff

• Contextual admissions are a blunt instrument

Challenges
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