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Widening Access at Strathclyde

Widening Access (also known as Widening Participation) is a 
strategic priority for the University of Strathclyde, the Higher 

Education sector as a whole and the Scottish and UK governments.

The term refers to the removal of barriers for groups of students who are under-represented 
in Higher Education (HE). Such groups can include (but are not limited to) students:

• Who attended a school which traditionally sends a low proportion of pupils directly to 
university

• Living in the 40% most disadvantaged neighbourhoods, as identified by the Scottish 
Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD)

• Who have spent time in local authority care
• Who are returning to education later in life (mature students)



Widening Access at Strathclyde

Widening participation strategy approved by Executive Team, April 
2015.

1. Learner journey model 
2. Vertical integration and enhancement
3. Harnessing technologies in access work



The Widening Access Team 

Mission: to increase opportunities and 
remove barriers to study and success for 
those from widening access backgrounds



• Low income

• BME

• Care leavers

• Mature

• Low progression /low attainment schools

• Carers

• Disabled

• Deprived neighbourhoods (SIMD)

• Part-time

• Rural

• Refugees/immigrants/asylum seekers

• First in family

Why does under-representation 

matter?



Potential for MOOCs in widening access was recognised by both the 
Education Enhancement and Widening Access teams.

• Follow up sessions with participants to explore next steps (pre-entry courses through 
CLL, SWAP programmes, FE, applications to HE)

• Involvement of current students who had returned to learning

• Live Google hangout sessions made available on YouTube

WA and MOOCs



Key features:

• ‘Storytelling’ pedagogy

• Short courses (6 weeks, typically 4-6 hours per week)

• Open for specific period of time to allow for interactivity 
(comments, Google hangout sessions…)

• SCQF level 7 (first year university)

• Possible jumping off point to further learning within the 
discipline

Strathclyde MOOCs



• Requires existing engagement on part of learner

• Would those from access backgrounds be in a position to take 
advantage of such opportunities?

• Digital exclusion either through issues of digital literacy or access

2012 OFCOM data suggested that 40% of households in 
Glasgow remain offline. Forty-five% of UK households 

with an annual income of less than £17,500 do not have a 
broadband connection and in Scotland, this rises to 60%

(see also Carnegie UK Trust, 2013)

WA and MOOCs



• Urban regeneration company encompassing parts of the east end 
of Glasgow and South Lanarkshire

• Communities suffered with decline of heavy industries and decades 
of neglect and underinvestment

• CG created to address this as partnership between Glasgow City 
Council, South Lanarkshire Council and Scottish Enterprise with 
funding from Scottish Government

• Role in ensuring legacy from Commonwealth Games, investing in 
infrastructure, workspaces and houses, securing local jobs

Clyde Gateway



Regular meetings to share ideas and work collaboratively:

- Data on HE engagement

- 3rd year Business students conducted market research and provided 
advice and guidance to newly emerging Business Networks and 
Community Centre facilities in the area

- Business clinic

- Internship opportunities

- Potential to target promotion of MOOCs and ensure access issues 
are addressed at community level

Clyde Gateway and Strathclyde



Glasgow Life and Strathclyde

What we did:

• Glasgow Bridgeton Library – The 
Olympia was identified by Clyde 
Gateway

• I met with the Digital Learning Team 
support staff to introduce them to the 
FutureLearn platform

• Spent time working through the 
platform: how courses work, types of 
activities, how to register etc.

• Support sessions organised and 
promoted to Library learners and Clyde 
Gateway networks



Piloted with our two most 
popular courses:

• Caring for Vulnerable 
Children

• Introduction to Forensic 
Science



Promoted alongside the 
Glasgow Life’s Digital 
Learning team details.

• Where to get help and 
support

• How to get started

• Facilities available for use



Spiralling networks

Strathclyde

Clyde 
Gateway

Glasgow Life

Future 
Families

Skills 
Development 

Scotland

Job Centre
Youth work 

and play 
sectors



• Initial phase to target publicity based on specific MOOC

• Create champions (Hudson et al, 2013) – Glasgow Life Digital 
learning team at Glasgow Life all participating in MOOCs, CPD 
for youth workers and early years
1. WA Team can provide bridge to next steps

2. Where appropriate, they will provide bridge to new learners (young 
people interested in social work, foster parents, grandparents 
involved in Children’s Panel referrals)

Bridges to learners



• be introduced to academic skills whilst orientating 
yourself around university life and university services

• engage in online tasks to help you start to feel like a 
University of Strathclyde student

• explore key skills that are necessary for success at 
university

• hear authentic student experiences
from a diverse range of current
Strathclyde students





Why did we do this?

• In Education Enhancement

– Moodle administration & management

– QAA Enhancement Themes

– Teaching & Learning Online (TALON) using Moodle

– MOOCs (FutureLearn)



Structure

• Four weeks

• 1-2 hours per week

• Course opens mid-August

• Course ends on the Friday 
before the start of 
Fresher's Week



Impact

Student Feedback (1st year)

• Year 1 - End-of-course questionnaire shows 90% “liked" or "Strongly 

liked" learning on “We are Strathclyde” (1% disliked, 0% strongly disliked).

Effect on student confidence in starting at Strathclyde

• Pre-course 59% said they were confident or very confident about starting 

at Strathclyde. End-of-course this was 73%.

• Pre-course 12% said they were "somewhat unconfident" or "not very 

confident" about starting. End-of-course this was 6%.



Student Feedback

"I found this four week course very useful to me, a 
new undergraduate student who is about to make 
the biggest transition from high school to university 
ever!”

“As an international student living away from home 
for the first time, coming to Strathclyde is quite the 
daunting task, but this has made it a bit easier.”

“I've really enjoyed taking part in WaS. I'm coming to 
the university as a mature student so I didn't have 
any connections to university before.”



“How could the course be improved?”

• “More input from real students perhaps?”

• “Perhaps more info on things that mature students find 
useful.”

• “There could be a little section for advice for students living at 
home during studies”

• “an option to learn more about your specific department”

• “maybe optional sections for international students”

• “a section dedicated to information on the various services 
available at Strathclyde for students with disabilities”



“How could the course be improved?”• “I think the mini quizzes were pretty 

useless.”

• “The interactive quizzes were really 

helpful”

• “less stuff get to the point quicker”





• Continue to promote learning opportunities via MOOCs with 
Glasgow Life via the Widening Access Team

• Lead Generation tool used in some MOOCs along with incentives 
for further learning opportunities at the University of Strathclyde

• FutureLearn Lead Generation tool: Online MSc, CPD courses, 
short courses

Future plans



Future plans



1. What can FutureLearn and its partners do to 
promote and widen access for learners?

2. What support can we offer to widening access 
learners?

3. Are we doing enough to develop courses that 
will appeal to widening access learners?

Discussion questions:
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