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Conclusion: Bringing it 
all together 
Greg Brown and Dr Rita Hordósy

WPREU’s financial support evaluations, and broader research on student budgets and finance, have 
grown in scale year on year, reaching more and more students, further refining our understanding 
of how financial support aids students - and moreover - how it relates to wider student finance 
concerns.  

Across the Sheffield Student 2013 research and the various evaluations of financial support, the 
University’s financial support provision has been consistently seen to support those students who 
receive it, students who would likely otherwise have struggled to make up the shortfalls in the 
student finance system. Whilst being visible only to some students as they made HE decisions and 
entered the University (with some respondents highlighting its importance as a factor in choosing 
to study at Sheffield), WPREU’s work to date provide evidence for, and stresses the crucial and 
primary role financial support plays in supporting positive academic engagement and the student 
experience in general.

The evaluations have also inevitably lead to the exploration of those themes associated with student 
budgeting, and student finance more generally. Debt, and students’ perceptions of their debt, 
have been prominent in outcome reports, and have informed key recommendations. Further, 
and particularly in the latest evaluation, students’ relationships with term-time work has been 
highlighted as a key factor in their conceptualisation of student finance, and the student budget. 
Term-time work’s impact on the academic experience is an area of specific ongoing interest.

Beyond internal reports on student budgets and the first-year financial support paper based on the 
STP2013, further academic papers have been published (Crockford et all 2015; Hordósy 2015, 2016), 
looking at, for instance, how the second cohort of undergraduates paying the post-2012 tuition fees 
start to understand and negotiate the process of indebtedness (Clark et al. 2017). Further papers 
look at the diversity of student budgets (Hordósy and Clark Forthcoming); at part-time work and 
the issues that excessive hours cause regarding academic outcomes (Hordósy et al. Forthcoming); 
and how the poorest students used, understood, and experienced the financial support made 
available to them.2 

As highlighted above, moving forward, we envisage continued process evaluations: mapping how 
provision and services are set out and expected to work, and then gathering data on how students 
perceive and engage with these services, specifically financial support, as well as other related 
finance and term-time work/careers services; running alongside causal testing and exploration - 
testing theories of why and how the provision sparks change in students and what outcomes this 
delivers. Within a constantly-changing external environment and accompanied by pressure from 
regulators and central government to evidence the impact of financial provisions, causally-focused 

2. These papers are available via the project website: sheffield.ac.uk/apse/wp/stp2013
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Priede, C. (2017) Tracking the progress of Department of 
Lifelong Learning Foundation Year Students through the 
University of Sheffield: Year 1. Sheffield: The Widening 
Participation Research and Evaluation Unit / The Department 
of Lifelong Learning. 

This report outlines the rationale for and methods used in an 
analysis of the progress and experiences of students from the 
Department for Lifelong Learning’s degrees with foundation 
year as they progress from the foundation year into their degree 
programme.

Thompson, J., Askew, J., Crockford, J. and Donnelly, M. (2017) 
Research into the impact of SOAMS Widening Participation 
to Medicine Programme. Sheffield: WPREU, The University 
of Sheffield. Available from: goo.gl/vsVcNt [Accessed 16 
February 2018].

This report explores and evaluates the impact of The University of 
Sheffield’s SOAMS (Sheffield’s Outreach and Access to Medicine 
Scheme) on participants who went on to study at the University. 
The report provides a more comprehensive picture of the student 
experience than was previously available.

Towers, L. (2018), An evaluation of an Introduction To 
HE Study module for students from diverse academic 
backgrounds. Sheffield: The Widening Participation Research 
and Evaluation Unit. Available at: goo.gl/Vgjun4

This evaluation, of an introductory module designed to support 
the transition of students from diverse academic backgrounds into 
culture, expectations and requirements of higher education level 
study, was based in a regular sequence of interviews with students, 
whose prior experience was based in study for Access Diploma or 
BTEC qualifications.
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Academic papers / Book 
chapters
Clark, T., Hordósy, R. and Vickers, D. (2017) ‘We will never escape these debts’: 
Undergraduate experiences of indebtedness, income-contingent loans and the tuition fee 
rises. Journal of Further and Higher Education, 1-14. DOI: 10.1080/0309877X.2017.1399202

This article critically examines how undergraduate students in a red brick university in the North 
of England have experienced the threefold rise in tuition fees since 2012, with particular attention 
on how they have begun to understand and negotiate the process of indebtedness. Drawing on a 
corpus of 118 interviews conducted with a group of 40 undergraduates across their whole student 
lifecycle, analysis is directed toward examining how students have variously sought to respond to 
the policy, reconcile the debt with their decision to study at university and, begin to negotiate a life 
of everyday indebtedness. The findings are located in the context of wider neoliberal policy trends 
that have continued to emphasise ‘cost-sharing’ as a mechanism for increased investment within 
the higher education sector generally, and individual fiscal responsibility specifically. Given the lack 
of any other viable career pathways for both lower and higher income students, they had to accept 
indebtedness as inevitable and take what comfort they could from the discourses of ‘foregone gain’ 
that they had been presented with. Evidently, and as the students in our sample well recognised, 
whether those discourses actually reflect the future remains to be seen. There is also no evidence 
within our data that students anticipated the subsequent changes to the repayment terms and 
conditions – a fact that is likely to compound feelings of economic powerlessness and constrain 
their capacity for financial agency yet further.

Crockford, J., Hordósy, R. and Simms, K.S. (2015) ‘I really needed a job, like, for money 
and stuff’: Student finance, part-time work and the student experience at a northern red-
brick university. Journal of Widening Participation and Lifelong Learning, 17, 89-109. DOI:  
10.5456/WPLL.17.3.89

English higher education institutions are required to spend a proportion of their additional fee 
income on activities to widen participation, and this is overseen by the Office for Fair Access (OFFA). 
In the past decade universities have invested the largest proportion of their widening participation 
spending in financial support for students. However, recent OFFA guidance encourages institutions 
to rebalance their spending away from financial support towards other outreach and success 
measures. Some universities have responded by pointing out the contribution of financial support 
to improving the student experience, contributing to students’ success in higher education and 
beyond. Using two sets of institution-specific data, this paper looks at the relationship between 
student financial support, part-time work and the academic components of the student experience 
at the University of Sheffield, a ‘northern redbrick university’. After pointing to the financial shortfall 
implied in the student support system, the paper describes how the need to take term-time jobs 
to pay basic living expenses is unevenly distributed across the student cohort, as is the impact of 
such work itself. While for many students a part-time job provides opportunities to gain relevant 
work experience or to save additional funds to broaden their future experience, for others who 
need to work to cover living costs, it can also have significant implications for their ability to engage 
in the value-added, self-directed elements of their studies and therefore, potentially, on their final 
outcomes. 
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Crockford, J. (2018) ‘Looking for the smoking gun in the wrong places? Causality and the 
Evaluation of Widening Participation Outreach: Implications for Evaluation Practice’, 
in Widening access throughout the student lifecycle, ed. By Atherton, G., Kendall, S., 
Naughton, M. and Webster, M. Newcastle Upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing. 

The last decade has seen a substantial growth in the amount of money invested by Higher 
Education Institutions in efforts to widen participation in degree level study. At the same time, 
guidance to universities by the Office for Fair Access (OFFA) has increasingly emphasised the need 
for robust evaluation of outreach interventions, particularly since the increase of variable tuition 
fees in 2012. The current policy focus on evaluation is underwritten by an increasingly explicit 
emphasis on return on investment (ROI) as a key success measure and this has implications for 
how the evaluation of outreach activities is positioned in policy and guidance discourses. This 
emphasis on ROI rests on two related assumptions; firstly, that evaluation can establish robust 
causal relationships between outreach interventions and their outcomes, and secondly, that these 
outcomes can be straightforwardly defined and measured. These assumptions have significant 
implications they have for evaluation practice.

Hordósy, Rita & Clark, Tom (Forthcoming) Beyond the Compulsory: a Critical Exploration 
of the Experiences of Extracurricular Activity and Employability in a Northern Red Brick 
University. Research in Post-Compulsory Education

There has been an increasing emphasis placed on the skills and attributes that university students 
develop whilst studying for their degree. These ‘narratives of employability’ often construct 
extracurricular activity (ECA) as an essential part of gaining post-graduation employment. 
However, these future-oriented drivers of engagement often neglect the role ECAs have within 
contemporary student life-worlds, particularly with respect to lower income students. Drawing 
on a three-year longitudinal study that tracked a cohort of 40 undergraduates throughout their 
student lifecycle, this paper examines how students in a Northern English Red Brick University 
understood the purposes of ECA, and how they chose to engage with it. The results suggest 
ECA appears to be somewhat stratified in terms of timeliness of engagement and motivation to 
participate. By extension, the paper argues that those recent attempts to measure and use ECA to 
narrate future ‘global’ employability, are likely to reproduce well-established inequalities. As such, 
any further pressure to engage with ECAs solely in terms of employability could result in the further 
marginalisation of lower income students.

Hordósy, R. and Clark, T. (Forthcoming) Student budgets and widening participation: 
Comparative experiences of finance in low and higher income undergraduates at a 
Northern Red Brick University. Social Policy and Administration 

Drawing on a thematic analysis of longitudinal qualitative data (ntotal=118), this paper takes a 
‘whole student lifecycle’ approach to examine how lower and higher income students at an English 
Northern Red Brick University variously attempted to manage their individual budgets. It explores 
how students reconcile their income - in the form of loans, grants and bursaries - with the cost 
of living. Four arenas of interest are described: planning, budgeting, and managing ‘the student 
loan’; disruptions to financial planning; the role of familial support; and, strategies of augmenting 
the budget. In detailing the micro-level constraints on the individual budgets of lower and higher 
income undergraduates, the paper highlights the importance of non-repayable grants and bursaries 
in helping to sustain meaningful participation in higher tariff, more selective, HEIs. It also supports 
an emerging body of literature that suggests that the continuing amendments to the system of 
funding Higher Education in England are unlikely to address inequality of access, participation, and 
outcome.
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WPREU Bulletins
Since mid-2015, WPREU has published periodic bulletins sent out to staff and subscribers.  These 
give an overview of the ongoing work of the unit in addition to guest pieces, horizon scanning, 
sector updates and links to WP articles in the HE and national press.

An up to date archive of issues, along with details on how to subscribe can be found at  
wpreu.group.shef.ac.uk

http://wpreu.group.shef.ac.uk
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Blog posts
Greg Brown - 17 November 2017  
Why Evaluate Blog Series (goo.gl/fvHYho)

Across WP, the need to conduct appropriate and robust evaluations of our work is increasingly 
pressing. The growing calls to find out ‘what works’ is one that can lead to evaluation becoming 
preoccupied with finding the silver bullet; the unifying intervention that works no matter the 
context. As we all know, mapping and reporting on the impact of outreach work, and increasingly, 
programs tasked with increasing retention and facilitating successful transition through and out of 
HE for WP groups, is not a straightforward task.

Julian Crockford - 17 November 2017 
Why Evaluate Blog Series (goo.gl/r9sqi7)

For me, evaluation represents a way of thinking about practice; it can make us think about what 
we do, why we do it, what we’re hoping to achieve and, perhaps most importantly, it encourages 
us to be clear in our thinking about how what we do achieves what we’re aiming for. Spending time 
reflecting on these issues also helps us clarify the methodological underpinnings of our practice 
and enables us to formulate a ‘theory of change’ that explicitly describes how we think (or expect) 
our intervention will work.

Julian Crockford -  WonkHE - 14 November 2017 
Of Magic Bullets and Black Boxes – the role of evaluation in WP outreach (goo.gl/V38hpG)

Those of us engaged in evaluating university widening participation interventions were likely to 
be both cheered and disappointed by the publication in October of a report by the Office for Fair 
Access (OFFA) on the institutional evaluation of access agreement activity. Cheered because we 
now have a whole publication making a case for the importance of what we do, and disappointed 
because the report exposes the lack of progress we have made as a sector in effectively evaluating 
the impact of our widening participation efforts.

Rita Hordósy and Greg Brown - The Conversation  - 13 November 2017 
The student finance system needs shaking up – for the sake of poorer students (goo.gl/
cxYXYp)

Students from the poorest households in England now graduate with the highest levels of debt. On 
average the poorest 40% of students owe around £57,000 after three years of study, compared 
with an average of £43,000 for students from the richest third of families. Our recent research 
found that coupled with higher debts for the poorest students, the inequalities in the funding 
system are directly impacting students’ day-to-day budgeting, which is creating a number of issues. 
We found more students also turn to term-time work over the course of their studies. Our latest 
institutional survey suggests 37% of undergraduates work while they study full-time. 

Rita Hordósy and Tom Clark - WonkHE - 9 October 2017 
“Frugality” won’t solve systemic student finance problems (goo.gl/VabVHD)

The Conservative Party’s continued focus on student loan repayment ‘terms and conditions’ is likely 
to have a very small impact on middle-earning graduates in the short to mid term, and the highest 
earners in the long term. However, none of the proposed changes will tackle the pressing problem 

http://goo.gl/fvHYho
http://goo.gl/r9sqi7
http://goo.gl/V38hpG
http://goo.gl/cxYXYp
http://goo.gl/cxYXYp
http://goo.gl/VabVHD
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of day to day budgeting, or the inequity in a financial support system in which students from the 
poorest families end up borrowing substantially more than their wealthier counterparts.  A review 
and a rethink is long overdue.  

Rita Hordósy, Tom Clark and Dan Vickers - BERA Blog - 6 October 2015 
Academic transitions into higher education and negotiating change (goo.gl/j9A5u8)

Due to the diversity of student lives – where they are coming from and where they are going to – 
transitions can take many different shapes, forms and timings: not all are necessary or essential, 
and not all are positive from our institutional point of view. Therefore, we are beginning to take the 
view that models of university-led assimilation, accommodation, or alignment may not be suitable 
in themselves to understand – and better support – the diversity of  student transitions that 
encompass the ‘student experience’, especially in the context of widening participation and higher 
student numbers. Indeed, the point of the 2013 Sheffield Student 2013 project is to begin to map 
these points of transition, describe what form they might take and where they occur, and explore 
how we can develop the tools necessary for them to navigate the transitions that students want to 
make.

 

http://goo.gl/j9A5u8
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Conference 
presentations
WPREU has been active in disseminating the results from the evaluation and research outcomes 
both within and outside the institution. Here we list our talks at academic conferences, widening 
participation practitioner meetings and our WP Forums.   

Understanding diverse and multiple transitions

Baker, Z. (2016) Making their way through the world’: Socioeconomically underrepresented 
youth perceptions of future education and employment trajectories. Paper distributed at the 
International Sociological Association’s 3rd Annual Research Conference, The University of Vienna.

Baker, Z. (2016) Reflexive modes in landscapes of choice: Higher education decision-making 
amongst socioeconomically underrepresented Further Education students. Presented at 
Researching Higher Education: The Next Five Years (Centre for Global Higher Education) 
conference, The University of Sheffield.

Baker, Z. (2016) Reflexivity in FE students’ decision-making: WP as an ‘enablement’? Presented at 
the WPREU Forum, The University of Sheffield. 

Baker, Z. (2018) Snakes and ladders: Using Archer’s Reflexivity to understand agency and structure 
in the Higher Education choices of Further Education students. Presented at the British Sociological 
Association’s Annual Conference, Northumbria University, Newcastle Upon Tyne. 

Baker, Z. and Miller, M. (2017) Inclusive learning and teaching: Findings from the Equivalent 
Qualifications project (HEFCE), and Increasing the Proportion of BME Students in Arts and 
Humanities (WPREU/ECU). Presented at the WPREU Forum, The University of Sheffield. 

Crockford, J., Hordósy, R. Lane, L. and Woodcock, L. (2016) ‘Twice as hard to get your marks’: 
Multiple perspectives on academic transition(s) in higher education. Presented at the BERA Annual 
Conference, The University of Leeds.

Crockford, J., Hordósy, R., Brown, G., Baker, Z. and Quyoum, A. (2017) Academic engagement and 
transition in and through higher education for ‘widening participation’ students: Institutional 
evidence from the whole student lifecycle. Presented at the BERA Annual Conference, University of 
Sussex, Brighton.

Gillie, D., Hordósy, R., Horzsa, G.,  Gero, M. and Plugor, R. (2015)0 Comparative view of extra-
curricular activities: Transitions to and from Higher Education. Symposium presented at EERA: 
ECER, Budapest: Corvinus University. 

Hordósy, R. and Clark, T. (2017) ‘They teach it better because it’s something they’re really interested 
in’: Undergraduate experiences of research at a Northern Red Brick University. Presented at the 
SRHE Annual Conference, Newport.

Hordósy, R., Clark, T. and Vickers, D.  (2014) Student experiences at the University of Sheffield. 
Presented at the BERA Annual Conference, London: Institute of Education.
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Hordósy, R., Clark, T. and Vickers, D. (2015) Academic transitions into higher education and 
negotiating change in teaching and learning in 2013. Presented at the BERA Annual Conference, 
Queen’s University Belfast.

Hordósy, R., Clark, T. and Vickers, D. (2015) Negotiating multiple transitions at an English university 
in the first year of studies. Presented at EERA: ECER, Corvinus University of Budapest.

Hordósy, R., Clark, T. and Vickers, D. (2017) Academic transitions in the context of a research 
intensive institution. Presented at the Learning and Teaching Conference Sheffield, The University 
of Sheffield.

Hordósy, R. and Gillie, D. (2016) What else do undergraduates do throughout their studies?: Student 
transitions and extracurricular activities at British universities. Presented at the BERA Annual 
Conference, The University of Leeds.

Hordósy, R. (2015) What is the role of student societies in the transition into the first year at a 
British university? Presented at EERA: ECER, Corvinus University of Budapest.

Hordósy, R. (2015) Student experience at the University of Sheffield: How do students reflect on 
their own skills and competences during the first year of university studies? Presented at the 
Learning and Teaching Conference, The University of Sheffield. 

Complex and changing student budgets

Brown, G., Hordosy, R. (2017) Student Finance: Complexity in the Student Budget. Presented at the 
WPREU Forum, The University of Sheffield. 

Hordósy, R. (2016) Financial... (past), present, future? Research outcomes from the Sheffield 
Student 2013 tracking project. Presented to the Office for Fair Access, Bristol.

Crockford, J., Hordosy, R., Simms, K. and McKeown, K. (2016) Viewing student finance and widening 
participation through the lens of institutional stakeholders: the case of the University of Sheffield. 
Presented at BERA Annual Conference, Belfast.

Hordósy, R. (2016) ‘My parents can’t support me financially so I have to work to put myself through 
uni’: Financial transitions in Higher Education Post-2012. Presented at the WPREU Forum, The 
University of Sheffield.  

Hordósy, R. (2016) Conceptualising financial transitions throughout university – the students’ 
view. Presented at Researching Higher Education: The Next Five Years (Centre for Global Higher 
Education) conference, The University of Sheffield.

Hordósy, R., Clark, T. and Vickers, D. (2015) How do students finance their studies after the change 
in tuition fees, loans and grants? Timeline of financial transitions at a Northern Red-Brick University. 
Presented at the SRHE Annual Conference, Newport.

Crockford, J., Hordosy, R. and Simms, K. (2015) “I really needed a job like for money and stuff”: 
Student finance, part-time work and the student experience. UUK / OFFA Student Finance 
Conference: London. 

Hordósy, R. (2014) Students’ understanding of their place in a marketised higher education system. 
Presented at the BSA Education Study Group Conference, Sheffield Hallam University.
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Research and evaluation designs and methods

Baker, Z. (2016) The use of event-based diaries with young people: Methodological advantages and 
challenges. Presented at the Sociolinguistics Symposium, The University of Murcia. 

Brown, G. (2017) An introduction to Realist evaluation: An evaluative method for the WP context? 
Presented at the NEON Evidence and Impact Group, Loughborough University. 

Brown, G. and Crockford, J. (2017) What ‘works’ - when, how and for whom: The challenge of 
evaluating HE widening participation interventions. Presented at the BERA Annual Conference, 
University of Sussex, Brighton.

Crockford, J. (2015) What does success mean in Widening Participation? Presented at the WPREU 
Forum, The University of Sheffield.  

Crockford, J. (2016) Evaluating Widening Participation Interventions. OFFA WP Evaluation 
Symposium: University of Warwick.

Crockford, J. (2016) The NERUPI framework as prompt and provocation. SRHE / University of Bath: 
London.

Crockford, J. (2017) Adopting a ‘hackathon’ to thinking about the Realist Evaluation of WP 
interventions. OFFA Seminar: Bristol.

Crockford, J. (2017) Looking for the smoking gun in the wrong places? Causality and the evaluation 
of Widening Participation outreach: Implications for evaluation practice. . Presented at the BERA 
Annual Conference, University of Sussex, Brighton.

Crockford, J. (2017) The challenges of evaluating Primary School outreach. Presented at the NEON 
Primary School Outreach Symposium. London.

Crockford, J. (2017) Workshop: Theories of Change. Presented at OFFA / University of Sheffield Why 
Evaluate Conference: The University of Sheffield.

Crockford, J. (2017) Using questionnaires in the evaluation of WP interventions. NEON Impact and 
Evaluation Working Group: Leeds Beckett University.

Crockford, J. (2017) The anatomy of a published journal article. OFFA / Sheffield Hallam University 
Pracademic Conference: Sheffield Hallam University.

Hordósy, R. (2015) Longitudinal research with students: A methodological case study on designing 
research. Workshop delivered at the National Education Opportunities Network, Sheffield.

Miller, M. (2017) The challenges of using a Participatory Action Research approach with students in 
a higher education context. Presented at the AMOSSHE: 360 Degree Thinking National Conference, 
Brighton.

Miller, M. (2017) The challenges of using a Participatory Action Research approach with students in 
a Higher Education context. BERA Annual Conference, University of Sussex, Brighton.

Simms, K., Crockford, J. and Hordosy, R. (2015) Self-Evident? How do we know when student 
financial support is successful? Presented at NEON Summer Symposium. University of Sussex.
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Supporting diverse learners in HE

Baker, Z. (2018) ‘It’s got kind of like a friendly, almost family feel to it’: Examples of good practice in 
supporting BTEC holders in HE. Presented at ‘Succeeding with Non-traditional Learners in HE’, The 
University of Liverpool. 

Crockford, J. (2017) Calling the CoPs? The benefits of developing a Community of Practice 
approach in WP practice and Evaluation. Presented at NEON Summer Symposium: Leeds Beckett 
University.

Miller, M. (2016) The Ethnicity attainment gap: A literature review. Presented at the WPREU Forum, 
The University of Sheffield. 

Miller, M. (2017) Supporting Students with Specific Learning Difficulties, Mental Health, and Autism 
Spectrum Conditions. Presented at the Equality Challenge Unit Attracting and Increasing Diversity 
Cross Institutional Event, Edinburgh. 

Miller, M. (2017) Increasing the proportion of BME students in the Arts and Humanities Faculty. 
Presented at the Equality Challenge Unit Attracting and Increasing Diversity Cross-Institutional 
Event, Edinburgh.

Powell, S. and Quyoum, A. (2016) The BME attainment gap project: Report. Presented at the WPREU 
Forum, The University of Sheffield. 

Widening Participation

Askew, J., Crockford, J. and Hamilton, G. (2013) Widening Participation in Policy and Practice. 
Learning and Teaching Conference: The University of Sheffield.

Crockford, J. (2014) The Marketisation of HE: Implications for WP Practice. British Sociological 
Association Seminar Conference: Sheffield Hallam University.

Crockford, J. (2015) What does past research tell us about the HE Green Paper. Presented at the 
WPREU Forum, The University of Sheffield. 

Crockford, J. (2016) Case study: Producing a clear strategy for Widening Participation. Inside 
Government Conference: London

Crockford, J. (2017) What does Widening Participation mean? Presented at The Brilliant Club 
Mentor Training Session. Sheffield.
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