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How Russell Group universities facilitate social mobility  

1. Summary 

Russell Group universities are working hard to improve social mobility. Whatever their 
background, we want the most talented and able students to study with us. We believe passionately 
in the transformative power of higher education; a commitment to improving social mobility is deeply 
rooted in all our universities. Russell Group universities are: 

 Investing significantly in widening access, nearly doubling funding over the last five years for 
scholarships, fee waivers, bursaries and outreach activities aimed at the most disadvantaged. 

 Engaged in a wide range of activities designed to encourage successful applications from students 
from disadvantaged and under-represented backgrounds: from mentoring, summer schools and 
campus visits, to sponsoring schools and providing CPD for teachers.  

 Working closely with schools and colleges: our universities make a positive impact on more than 
2,000 schools across the UK every year, reaching many tens of thousands of students. 

 Providing academic, pastoral and financial support for disadvantaged students to ease their transition 
to university, help them succeed in their studies and progress to work or further study. 

 Evaluating the success of their activities to build a strong evidence base and design interventions 
which will be highly effective, for example, in supporting specific groups of students. 

 Enhancing graduates’ life chances to have a real impact on their social mobility after they leave 
university.  

Our universities have made real progress in widening access to their institutions in recent years, 
with the number of disadvantaged and state school students rising significantly. We recognise 
there is more work to do. The root causes of under-representation are many and complex, and ambitious, 
long-term efforts are needed across a range of agencies to address these issues effectively. The new 
regulatory framework for the Office for Students should support universities in their efforts.  

2. A commitment to widening access to our universities 

Russell Group universities are engaged in a considerable range of activities designed to 
encourage successful applications from students from under-represented backgrounds. These 
activities are aimed at students of all ages, from primary school pupils through to mature learners.  

 In 2017/18 the 20 Russell Group universities in England alone will be investing £254 million in 
scholarships, fee waivers, bursaries and outreach activities aimed at the most disadvantaged – with 
additional investments being made across Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. 

One of the basic problems is that too few young people from disadvantaged backgrounds apply to our 
universities. One reason for this is that they are not achieving the right grades in the right subjects at 
school. We know there is no quick fix, but engaging with schools is a critical part of our universities’ work.  

To help raise attainment, Russell Group universities provide mentoring, support after-school homework 
clubs and revision sessions, and regularly hold talks and workshops in local schools and colleges. Many 
also run summer schools, subject taster sessions, and campus visits to inspire young people to engage 
with academic subjects and to aim to progress to university. Some Russell Group universities have set up 
free schools, while others are sponsoring academies - but sponsorship is just one of the ways our 
universities support schools. 



 

 

Collectively, Russell Group universities have an enormous reach through all these activities: our 
universities make a positive impact on more than 2,000 schools across the UK every year, 
reaching many tens of thousands of students. 

 

Work with schools, colleges and students to widen access: 
 
The University of Birmingham’s ‘Forward Thinking’ programme works with Gifted and Talented 
widening participation students aged 12 to 16 across a range of schools.  Learners take part in on-
campus activities and receive one-to-one mentoring support from undergraduates in school, as well as 
bespoke information and advice. Birmingham’s evaluation shows the programme’s positive impact. In 
2015, Forward Thinking students significantly outperformed their peers on GCSE attainment: 93.8% 
achieved 5 GCSEs including English and Maths compared to 54.3% of peers in all Birmingham Local 
Authority schools, 48.8% of other students in the participating schools and 85.7% of other “high attainers” 
in participating schools.   
 
The Top-Up programme at the University of Glasgow has been preparing pupils considering applying 
for HE since 1999. Participants receive 10 in-school sessions to help develop essential study skills, go on 
campus visits, and then complete a written assignment. Those who complete the programme successfully 
receive an adjusted offer from the University.  Evaluation has shown that Top-Up students continue in HE 
in higher numbers (87.3%) than non-Top-Up students (85.5%) and on comparable terms with students 
from schools with higher progression to HE (i.e. those likely to be more advantaged - 88.1%). 
 
Imperial College London offers free mentors, tutors and classroom assistants to support science 
activities in London schools. Undergraduates deliver a wide range of support for primary school age 
pupils through to sixth-form students preparing to enter university. The Wohl Reach Out Lab and the 
Reaching Further Programme provide high quality science resources for schools, which have the potential 
to help transform science teaching in underperforming schools or those with low progression into HE. 
Overall, the College delivers some 4,000 participant days in practical science activities to pupils and 
teachers from disadvantaged schools every year.  
 
The Manchester Access Programme (MAP) admitted its 10th cohort to the University of Manchester in 
2016. MAP is the University’s flagship widening access programme, supporting young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds in Greater Manchester to progress to the University and other research-
intensive universities. Students who enter via this route are given a differential offer (two grades lower 
than the standard offer) in recognition of the additional work they complete through the programme. To 
date over 1,600 MAP students have gone on to the University. Of MAP students, 74% are from 
households with incomes of less than £25k and their staying-on rate is higher than the University’s 
average retention rate. Positive graduate destination outcomes are also higher for MAP students 
compared with the rest of the University’s student population. 

 
 
Russell Group universities also participate in collaborative partnerships which pool resources, 
ensure good coverage for under-represented students, avoid duplication and share evidence and 
effective practice. The success of these collaborative activities is not measured exclusively by recruitment 
at any particular institution. Instead our members aim to improve progression of disadvantaged and 
under-represented groups across the board.  
 
 

Collaborative initiatives across our universities and other partners: 
 
We know that teachers play an absolutely vital role in encouraging and supporting their students to 
progress to leading universities. Our free online Advancing Access initiative provides teachers with 
comprehensive information and advice about our universities’ admissions processes, helping them to 
support students with the potential to progress to a Russell Group university. All 24 Russell Group 
universities are working together through Advancing Access, which is targeted at schools and colleges 
with low progression to higher education. Of teachers who have used the resources, 93% said their ability 
to help students write personal statements had been enhanced and that they felt better able to write 
academic references. In addition, 89% said they felt better able to prepare students for interview.  



 

 

Alongside this, Russell Group universities also produce information, advice and guidance aimed directly 
at school students. Our easy-to-read online guide, Informed Choices, helps students as they think about 
their post-16 subject choices. It includes advice from admissions professionals on the best subject 
combinations for a wide range of university courses, as well as guidance on the best choices for students 
wanting to keep their options open.  
 
A number of Russell Group universities1 work with INTO University centres to drive attainment and 
support progression to university. For example, the University of Oxford supports the ‘Oxford South 
East’ centre which provides 7-18 year olds with a combination of after-school academic support, 
university student mentors, specially-designed study weeks and workshops, and direct experience of 
university life. The centre has exceeded targets and has had a positive impact on progression to HE for 
learners who are eligible for free school meals. 77% of students reported they were more likely to go to 
university as a result of attending the centre. 

 
 
Russell Group universities have demonstrated significant progress in widening access to their 
institutions in recent years. The number of students eligible for free school meals going to Russell 
Group universities has increased every year since 2010, and the number of young, full-time 
undergraduate students from low socio-economic backgrounds has increased by 14% since 2009/10: 
from 12,655 to 14,415 in 2014/15. Similarly, the number of students from state schools has increased by 
8.2% since 2009/10. 
 
Our universities recognise that under-represented students are not a homogenous group and 
have developed activities to support specific groups to progress to university and to succeed in 
their studies and future careers. Real progress has been made in improving access for ethnic minority 
groups, with the number of Black, Asian and Mixed race students entering Russell Group universities all 
increasing significantly since 2010. But we recognise that progress needs to continue, and our universities 
are introducing initiatives aimed at other under-represented groups including White working class males.  
 
 

Programmes addressing barriers for specific under-represented groups: 
 
The 'Fast Trackers' project at the University of Liverpool began in 2009 and is a one-year mentoring 
project designed to help 15 to 16-year-old students from a Somali and Yemeni background to get the 
most out of their final school year and maximise their results at GCSE. Participants receive fortnightly 
mentoring sessions on a one-to-one basis with trained undergraduate mentors from the university. A 
number of participants have gone on to study at Liverpool and other research-intensive universities and 
evaluations have shown that the programme has a positive impact on motivation and aspirations.  
 
The London School of Economics and Political Sciences (LSE) has been running outreach 
programmes for a number of years that target learners from African-Caribbean backgrounds. The LSE 
Black Achievement Conference is a free one-day event for African-Caribbean students aged 14 to 17 and 
their families. A line-up of speakers from London’s African-Caribbean community aims to inspire students 
to realise their potential and consider future options. LSE also runs a Promoting Potential Programme 
aimed at bright 12-year-old African-Caribbean boys from London state schools. Each spring term, 50 
students take part in three days of social science workshops to give them a taste of HE.  

At the University of Edinburgh, football is being used in an innovative way to reach the groups least 
likely to apply to university. The Educated Pass programme works with local boys’ football teams, 
targeting boys from underrepresented groups in the 13-16 age range. Its aim is to engage the boys, their 
coaches and their families in educational opportunities through a shared passion for football. 

3. Supporting disadvantaged students to achieve successful outcomes and progression 

Our universities work hard to make sure a combination of academic, pastoral and financial 
support helps disadvantaged students to flourish once at university.  We want the most talented 
and able students to apply to our universities, but we also want them to succeed in their studies. We 
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 The following RG universities partner with INTO University: King’s College London, and the Universities of Bristol, 

Exeter, Leeds, Nottingham, Oxford and Southampton. Three University of Cambridge colleges are also partners.    



 

 

recognise that students from disadvantaged backgrounds can face particular challenges and pressures 
through their transition from school to university and in progressing to employment and further study.   

Many Russell Group universities provide additional support for students from disadvantaged backgrounds 
while at university, through mentoring and support for employability or further study. In addition, nearly 
80,000 students received an OFFA-countable bursary or scholarship while studying at an English Russell 
Group university in 2014-15. Evaluations by our universities have shown this to be a particularly effective 
way of ensuring students from disadvantaged backgrounds can participate fully in academic and extra-
curricular student experiences.  

Support for disadvantaged students at our universities: 

Queen Mary University of London is pioneering a model of undergraduate education in which 
opportunities to develop employability skills and social capital are embedded into all degree programmes. 
The QMUL Model is being introduced for all first year undergraduates in 2017 with modules that help 
students get ready for the workplace, broaden their horizons and build new skills while they study. 
Students can work with tutors to add activities that develop skills and offer experiences important to them. 

Seven Russell Group universities2  have partnered with upReach, an organisation which improves 
access to professional employment for undergraduates from less-privileged backgrounds. Participants are 
offered application support, employability workshops and employer events to help build their knowledge, 
soft skills, networks and work experience. The organisation focuses on progression to top jobs in areas 
such as consultancy, audit and tax and central Government. 

A two-year project led by the University of Exeter, the University of Birmingham and Queen Mary 
University of London is examining the potential barriers experienced by students with BTEC 
qualifications as they apply to enter higher education. The project aims to address the gap in progression 
to HE between BTEC students and others and to identify ways to aid the transition once at university. It 
will particularly benefit black and minority ethnic students, students from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds, disabled, mature and part-time students who are more likely to take BTECs.  

At the University of Leeds, disadvantaged students are offered a range of scholarships and financial 
support. The package is evaluated annually to ensure it is having a positive impact on recruitment and 
retention. The most recent evaluation found the 78% of those aware of the support before enrolling said 
this was an important factor in their decision to study at Leeds. The lower the household income the more 
likely students were to rate this aspect ‘very important’ when considering their decision. 

We know this combination of support is effective: of all young entrants to Russell Group universities 
from low participation areas, just 4.6% do not continue their course after one year, compared to 9.5% of 
students from the same backgrounds at all other English HEIs.  

4. Enhancing graduates’ life chances 

The additional earning potential associated with a Russell Group degree means that studying at 
our universities considerably enhances our graduates’ life chances. Russell Group graduates go on 
to earn around 10% more over a lifetime on average than other graduates. This has a significant positive 
impact on social mobility: the average starting salary of a Russell Group graduate six months after 
graduation is around 14% higher than for graduates of non-Russell Group universities, and the median 
salary 3.5 years after graduation is £3,000 more than the average for all UK universities.   

While our universities have made real progress in recent years, we recognise there is more work to do. 
The root causes of under-representation are many and complex and ambitious, long-term efforts are 
required to address these issues effectively. Russell Group universities are committed to ensuring 
learners with the qualifications, potential and determination to succeed at a leading university have the 
opportunity to do so, whatever their background or circumstances. 

For more information contact: 

Sarah Stevens, Head of Policy - 0203 816 1306  

sarah.stevens@russellgroup.ac.uk 
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 The RG partner institutions are: Exeter, King’s, Liverpool, Southampton, Bristol, Queen Mary and Nottingham. 
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