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Attracting mature students from non-traditional backgrounds into higher education: The impact of social identity and approaches to learning  (0224) 
Although the distinction between deep and surface approaches to learning is ubiquitous in the literature on teaching and learning in higher education it is rarely referred to in the literature on widening access. This paper reports on an evaluation of two widening participation interventions designed to attract mature entrants from non-traditional backgrounds into higher education. Using a multi-functional evaluation design based on a critical realist approach, the study employs a mix of quantitative and qualitative methods to investigate the experiences of participants on two ‘introduction to higher education’ programmes. Two factors were found to be important in determining whether participants on the programmes proceeded to HE: the extent to which the experience of being on the programme had a generated a sense of belonging and whether participants reported that they adopted a deep or surface approach to learning. The latter finding is of particular interest. Although the course documentation referred to the importance of ‘approaches to learning’ the tutors responsible for the programme had interpreted this as referring to ‘styles of learning’ and so the intervention itself had not been focused on approaches to learning at all. Nonetheless, the data indicate that participants who adopted a deep approach to learning (without being self-aware in this regard) were more likely to proceed to apply to higher education.

