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Abstract 

The COVID-19 pandemic creates an immediate need to deliver existing pre-entry widening 

participation outreach work remotely. In doing so this means rethinking existing programmes 

and adapting existing working practices. This paper proposes a three-dimensional framework 

involving pedagogical, technological and the humanistic elements. It argues that any 

technological solutions need to consider the inequalities of access to technology and the 

barriers faced by both practitioners and students. Understanding the changing nature of this 

work alongside the potential time and investment needed to realise its potential is vital for all 

staff with strategic and operational responsibility related to access and participation.  Whilst 

some existing pre-entry work may not translate to this new mode, online outreach has the 

potential to open up new ways to engage and inspire target learners over sustained periods 

through combined creation and curation of content.  
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Introduction 

Having an access and participation plan and delivering on that plan is a condition of 

registration with the Office for Students (2020). Understanding how to ensure this work 

continues under the current pandemic is therefore vital for all those who lead and support 

work in higher education. This paper draws upon the key challenges the shift to online 

teaching has raised to enable their potential implication for pre-entry widening participation 

activity to be considered. Whilst it is primarily focused on practical issues of value to 

widening participation practitioners, it also has important implications for administrators 

supporting and managing these departments.  

Concerns about taking outreach online 

During a keynote exploring these issues  184 delegates shared their concerns related to 

moving outreach online. Primarily these concerns centred around lack of access to 

technology, safeguarding, and the challenges of engaging participants remotely. Other 

delegates shared their excitement surrounding potential for innovation that online outreach 

might support (Rainford 2020). The COVID-19 crisis means that day to day activities need to 

be re-examined to understand how best to adapt them for remote delivery. Pre-entry widening 

participation work, whilst having parallels with academic teaching is predominantly delivered 

by professional services staff who may be unaware of the challenges their academic 

colleagues have faced in attempting similar transitions to online delivery. However, in 

supporting academics in this transition the concerns and optimism mirrored those of 

academic staff. Similarly, the process of moving outreach into a new mode relies on people 

and even with the best intentions, the pressures associated with COVID-19 shapes how well 

this initial process of transition may be able to take place especially when staff are juggling 
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childcare and home schooling alongside their usual work roles. The focus of this paper is 

primarily on rapid transition to online outreach to support continuity of provision. That does 

not mean online outreach cannot in long-term delivery plans. However, the two are distinctly 

different, and it is important to set realistic expectations (Hodges et al. 2020).  Additionally, 

in the short-term online provision is being imposed upon participants. This means getting 

buy-in and engagement can be challenging compared to in a context where participants have 

chosen online activities over traditional forms of delivery. 

 

Making the case for a people centred transition  

There is a danger that the process of moving delivery online can become overly focused on 

technology and deliverables. However, at the heart of this process is people; both those 

delivering interventions and the participants. Each individual may face unique challenges in 

this transition process, especially in the current pandemic. I have argued previously for the 

need to critically reflect on assumptions underpinning the targeting of widening participation 

work (Rainford 2016). In this context it is equally important critically reflect upon the 

barriers these groups may face in engaging with online outreach. A method used in learning 

design is the creation of learning personas (Nielsen 2013). By taking time to consider a 

hypothetical participant in rich detail, it can help anticipate the barriers they might face. 

These personas are likely to include key demographic information in this context, specific 

questions (table 1) that deepen understanding of the capacity to engage with online outreach. 

Whilst practitioners may be aware of their own barriers to working remotely, those faced by 

key target groups may differ. Therefore, investment of time in this process is important to 

ensure programmes of activity are accessible to those whom they target and that practitioners 

have the capacity to do so. The more in-depth the personas, the richer the picture of possible 

barriers. Personas can also be created for practitioners and student ambassadors to better 
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understand possible barriers or other stakeholders in the process. This process of persona 

creation can also be of benefit for administrators considering moving other face to face 

interactions online, especially those requiring collaborative working.  

What technologies are they familiar with? 

How do they access the internet? 

Do they have somewhere quiet? 

What distractions are there? 

What other barriers to engaging with 

online outreach might there be? 

Table 1 – Context specific questions 

The experience of the pandemic situation is also likely to impact people’s ability to engage. 

This becomes increasingly important when practitioners and participants may have family 

members out of work, ill, or recent experiences of loss and therefore unmet physiological and 

safety needs. Therefore best practice for moving outreach on-line must consider humanistic 

factors . Furthermore, home schooling, home working practices and entertainment are often 

reliant on broadband and access to technology. This may place demands on households that 

cannot be met and it should not be assumed that participants and all staff will all be able to 

engage online at specific times.   

Three dimensions to moving outreach online 

The required change in delivery mode means considering three distinct dimensions: 

pedagogy, technology and humanistic. These three dimensions also resonate with literature 

on e-learning. For example, a recent systematic review by Regmi and Jones (2020) found that 

key factors of successful e-learning in medicine were: learner centred pedagogy, user friendly 

technology, learners motivations and expectations, and opportunities for interaction or 

collaboration.  
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[Fig.1 – About here] 

 

The questions underpinning these dimensions in figure 1 also act as a useful framework for 

considering not only how, but also if, moving existing work online is possible. This process 

is not about transposing a one-hour classroom session into a one-hour online virtual session 

but translating objectives into something that works in an online mode. This does not mean 

there is one solution, or that a solution that works in one context will be right for another, 

these are things that need localised reflection, requiring time, space and expertise to ensure 

access objectives continue to be met. Objectives are often long-term and outcome focused so 

process evaluation plays an increasingly important role in ensuring this work is focused 

effectively. I argue that this is where theory of change models (Weiss 1997) and a small-steps 

approach focusing on intermediate outcomes (Harrison and Waller 2017) are important 

evaluation techniques. Most objectives are likely to rely on the development and application 

of knowledge by participants and therefore pedagogical concerns should always precede 

technological considerations.  

Pedagogical 

Translating access objectives into a new form of delivery means rethinking the pedagogy that 

underpins this work. This is also an ideal time to consider how we might enable those 

engaging with this work to be ‘active participant(s) not a passive consumer(s)’ (hooks 1994, 

14). Furthermore, digital spaces may also support increased participation of learners who 

prefer remote engagement, but to do so requires careful thought about modes of delivery. 

Academic colleagues have found that, short videos and activities often work much better 

online with the sweet spot often being 10-15 minutes. Therefore, existing content needs to be 
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adapted or redesigned to fit this mode. This may also require skills that current staff do not 

yet possess, requiring investment in staff development, or needing to build collaboration 

within the institution or externally.  

 

Online delivery allows incorporation of existing external resources within locally created 

content. This is something that can be harder to do in a traditional on campus event. For 

example, building activities around online gallery tours or inspiring students using the Open 

University’s telescopes (The Open University 2020).  The value of moving online to enable 

curation of existing content is clear. Whilst it still requires an investment of time and 

planning, it is likely to be less costly than the creation of in-house content. Many external 

organisations have bigger budgets for content production and greater technological expertise 

than the average widening participation team, therefore curation enables a better participant 

experience. As Jessie Stommel (2013) has argued, ‘The best online and hybrid courses are 

made from scraps strewn about and gathered together from across the web’. The problem is 

not the lack of inspiring content on the internet, but knowing how to find it. The COVID-19 

crisis has seen a large-scale lifting of paywalls and a democratisation of content that can be 

capitalised upon, especially in the short-term.  

 

Online delivery also potentially supports wider institutional engagement with pre-entry 

widening participation work. The ability to provide reusable content or to dial into a session 

remotely may enable expert professional services staff to contribute in a way that might not 

have previously been possible, thus increasing the quality of pre-entry information available 

to participants.  Furthermore, there is also the possibility of really harnessing the talents 

across the institution. If a member of staff delivers a particularly engaging talk on student 
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finance, or can offer a unique inspirational perspective then it can be recorded and shared 

with all participants.  When learners are brought onto campus, lots of activity is often 

compressed into a short time span. Working digitally allows engagement with learners over a 

longer period of time, something the Office for Students argues should be central to access 

and participation plans (Office for Students 2018). In the past the ability to realise this has 

been restricted by limitations of access to students or costs associated with transport but this 

new mode lends itself to sustained engagement with a group of participants. However, 

extended engagement should not simply involve delivering more content. As Olivia Vagelos 

(2020) proposes: 

Think critically about the opportunity and purpose of gathering together. Can your 

synchronous moments be the place your students work through what is sticky or 

challenging? A space for them to collaborate, build on one another’s ideas, or create 

something collectively that they couldn’t create alone?  

This framing can be helpful for considering how online outreach can move from being a way 

of delivering content to something that engages students with a subject. Through creating 

reusable content covering standard topics this allows practitioners to spend more time 

engaging with individual participants. This also allows programmes to create the conditions 

for supported independent learning. These skills are likely to better prepare students for 

higher education and thus investment in getting this right is likely to improve retention if and 

when those participants become students at the institution. 

 

Technological 

Technology is a key to facilitating online outreach but starting with the technology can shift 

the focus from delivering key access objectives to what is possible on a particular platform 
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that has been invested in. Beginning with technology also favours approaches that keep 

students at their screens.  Just because technology acts as a conduit for online activities, does 

not mean all these activities have to involve technology. This is why starting from the 

pedagogical issues before considering technology is imperative. If the experts of distance 

learning; the Open University are examined, much of the teaching is actually done through 

text and video supported by prompts posing questions for self-reflection or discussion with 

peers. Very little learning is delivered in a synchronous environment with the learner and 

academic present at the same time and when this does occur, this is usually consolidation or 

application of learning. Whilst practitioners are not teachers per se, widening participation is 

built heavily upon delivering information about higher education and facilitating 

development of key skills that impact upon a participant’s ability to progress to higher 

education, so the same principles of what works are likely to apply.  

Technological Inequality 

It is important to consider the inequities of access to technology. Analysis by the Southern 

Universities Network (Clements 2020) shows that a third of the learners they have worked 

with have limited internet access. This pattern is likely to be replicated across the country. 

Examining the national data on broadband coverage also demonstrates that even when 

households do have broadband connections they may be of limited speed (House of 

Commons Library 2019). Beyond infrastructure issues, to access to broadband also has 

financial implications which can further limit access (APLE Collective 2020). In 2018 12% 

of 11-18 year olds reported having no home internet access on a tablet or computer (Lloyds 

Bank 2018). Whilst there is no demographic data for that study, the Office for National 

Statistics (2019) highlight that internet non-use is higher within disabled groups, therefore 

intersecting inequalities can heighten these issues of digital poverty. As we see an increasing 

number of job losses as a result of the pandemic, we may see these gaps of access widen 
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further. Subsequently, any approach taken locally needs to carefully consider these issues.  

Whilst there may be barriers to access for some and mobile devices may be the only way for 

participants to engage online, technology can provide an opportunity for continuing outreach 

work in this climate.  

Whilst it is important that the mode of access and the impact this has are carefully 

considered. These considerations are similar to those of moving teaching online. As Bali and 

Meier (2014) argue, synchronous learning is biased to those who can access online 

environments at a specific time and in an environment conducive to participation. In contrast, 

asynchronous tools still maintain the capacity to engage and connect. These tools can be 

contributed to by different people at different times. For example, discussion boards, blogs, 

wikis or even email. Additionally, these asynchronous spaces lend themselves better to 

ongoing support and sustained dialogues and may be a valuable element to retain in widening 

participation work even beyond the COVID-19 context to address the demand from the 

Office for Students for sustained engagement.   

Humanistic 

In all of this, don’t neglect your sensing and empathy muscles. Continue to check in. 

What does your group need at this moment? Are they feeling extra exhausted or 

anxious today? (Vagelos 2020) 

This poignant quote about online learning is even more acute in light of the pandemic. This 

also applies to practitioners delivering this work and as such need reflection by those 

managing outreach teams. This applies to judgements of what ‘good enough’ looks like and 

focusing on how to best facilitate the continuation of widening access objectives within the 

constraints of the current situation.  Ethical and safeguarding issues should also be central 

concerns. Many technological solutions have privacy statements that need to be carefully 
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read to understand what rights to data are being given up as these have significant GDPR 

implications. If a technology is used within universities already, it is likely to have been 

through scrutiny but free tools that are openly available may not and may require input from 

ICT teams. Additional considerations relating to age restrictions which do not normally apply 

to university students may also be required due to the age groups this work focuses on. 

Consideration also needs to be given about the intimate nature of connecting remotely, what 

processes are in place to address potential safeguarding issues and how, as far as possible can 

they be mitigated. This does not mean some technologies should be completely disregarded, 

but that we need to adopt a critical view of them before promoting them to protect ourselves 

and our participants and this may need input from data protection officers and safeguarding 

experts.  

Conclusions 

It is evident that to ensure continuity in access and participation work within a COVID-19 

context that changes are required. If widening participation outreach is stripped back to its 

essence, it is about helping people to see the possible. This possible is brought to life through 

the interactions with widening participation practitioners and other university staff. 

Therefore, the conditions for these dialogues to continue need to be created. Online outreach 

has the possibility to maintain and create these dialogues in a way that is sustained and 

enables future students to build a relationship with the institution. The three key dimensions 

of pedagogy, technology and humanistic consideration all require an investment of time and 

resources. This investment may be time, to enable staff properly consider the challenges and 

opportunities these new forms of provision present. It may also be financial, to support 

professional development or costs of specialist technology and external expertise needed. 

These are therefore important issues for staff at all levels with a stake in issues of access and 

participation to understand. Attempting to do this without proper resources and institutional 
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buy-in is unlikely to allow this work to be fully realised. The possibilities moving outreach 

online brings should not be understated and we should become excited about the potential it 

may offer to realise the objective of sustained engagement with underrepresented groups.  
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