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My work

• Leading National Education Opportunities Network (NEON) in the UK

• Professional organisation for access to higher education with over 100 
universities as members offering professional development, 
networking and research & advocacy –
www.educationopportunities.co.uk.

• Convening World Access to Higher Education Day (WAHED) 

• Research in equitable access and success globally

http://www.educationopportunities.co.uk/


Key issues

• Looking at progress and drivers in ‘equitable access’

• Availability and generation of data

• Impact of COVID-19

• Emerging themes from the 3rd World Access to Higher Education Day 
in November 2020 



UNESCO IESALC (2020) Towards universal access to higher education: international trends







The Access Map Study

• Survey of data collection practices in 50 countries

• Overview of data on access to higher education by social background from 
World Bank, UNESCO, Eurostudent & OECD

• Higher Education defined as UNESCO (International Standard Classification 
of Education [ISCED] Level 6)

• Study can be found at: 
https://www.pearson.com/content/dam/corporate/global/pearson-dot-
com/files/innovation/Charting-Equity_WEB.pdf







Key Findings

1. Available data suggest that inequalities in access to HE are pervasive

2. The data have important limitations

3. Comparisons across countries are important but difficult

4. Access means more than entry and participation

5. Political will and resourcing shapes data collection





Global Equity Index 



Implications for policy 



https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Covid-and-Global-University-
Access.pdf



Summary

• Survey of 45 countries – 24 from Asia and South America, 5 from 
Africa, 2 North America, 14 Europe

• Undertaken from August – October 2020

• Looking at impact of COVID-19 on access to higher education for 
those from low income and marginalised backgrounds and the 
success of these students when in higher education 



Key Findings

• Of the countries surveyed, in 80% of cases university admissions had been 
disrupted. Where admission was disrupted in 75% of cases this was via 
some form of cancellation of examinations.

• In 60% of countries some form of additional financial support in place for 
low income students, usually as grants or reduced tuition fees.

• Of the 21 countries in the study who are members of the OECD, only 2 
were not providing any additional financial support such students could 
benefit from.

• In 80% of countries courses have been put online as a result of the 
pandemic, but evidence of specific provision for low income students is 
low. 











What is WAHED?

• Global day to focus attention on inequalities in access/success in higher education by 
social background and act as a catalyst for local, regional and national action –
www.worldaccesshe.com

• 3rd WAHED 17th November 2020

• 30 events in different countries led by universities and others

• Global Equity Policy Map 

• WAHED24 – 6 online conferences (one in each continent) with over 500 attendees from 
80 countries

• 4 new research reports released - https://worldaccesshe.com/events/world-access-to-
higher-education-day-global-conference-series/

• To find out more about WAHED 2020 please go to -
https://www.universityworldnews.com/special-
report.php?publication=global&report=WAHED

http://www.worldaccesshe.com/
https://worldaccesshe.com/events/world-access-to-higher-education-day-global-conference-series/
https://www.universityworldnews.com/special-report.php?publication=global&report=WAHED


Key themes emerging WAHED24 

• Pandemic leading to permanent shift to online learning to some extent

• Data shows enrolment increasing overall but gaps between groups 
widening

• Importance of statutory policies – laws guaranteeing progression or 
quota

• Extent of digital divide and it’s impact on reversing progress in access 
e.g. female students in Africa pulled back into housekeeping/caring

• Policy commitments from governments patchy e.g. Only 6 out of 39 
European countries have national targets in place to enhance 
participation of underrepresented groups in HE, with another 9 
countries having targets in place which are not being followed.



Summary 

• Relative differences in participation between groups may be widening 
– even if absolute increases are occurring

• Data collection systems need to be improved

• Access and success require specific focus

• Digital divides may exacerbate inequality

• Policy commitment improving nationally (?) but much room for 
improvement (new research from WAHED 2021 updating policy map 
with 40 countries from Europe/Asia)

• Cross sector/organisational/country collaboration has crucial role



To follow up on the presentation or other issues please contact me on:

graeme.atherton@londonhigher.ac.uk

mailto:graeme.Atherton@londonhigher.ac.uk

