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1. Group introductions

2. Exploration of key issues in HE participation and role of 
research 

3. Overview and the NERUPI approach to integrating research 
and evaluation into WP interventions

4. Consideration of research interests – group activity

5. Working with theory of change

6. NERUPI toolkit resources

Plan for the session



Group introductions

Dream about 

spreadsheets

Love people’s 

individual 

stories

Easily bored

Mainly work in 

student 

progression

Detail 

orientated

Mainly work in 

access

Mainly work in    

student success

New to 

NERUPI

Previous 

experience of 

research/ 

evaluation

Have 0 unread 

emails

Reads books & 

research 

articles about 

WP

Likes planning 

& delivering 

activities
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Are differences in HE access, participation 
and success down to individuals or 

society? 

Question



Ecological systems theory

Level Factors Description/Examples*
BIO-SYSTEM Individual Characteristics specific to the individual, 

such as personal traits, skills, behaviour, 
motivation and personal preferences.

MICRO People in 
immediate 
environment

Direct relationships with those in the 
individual’s environment, such as teachers, 
students, family and support staff. 

MESO Interactions 
between key 
players

Relationships and interactions among 
those in the MICRO level, such as 
collaboration between teachers and 
parents, peer group activities or community 
involvement.

EXO 
(Institutional 
Structures)

Structures, 
resources, 
staffing, 
culture, 
curricula, 
support

Institutional elements that indirectly 
influence the individual, including 
organisational structures, staffing 
practices, available resources, curriculum 
standards, cultural elements within 
institutions and various support systems. 

EXO 
(Regulatory 
and 
Financial)

HE regulation, 
funding, he 
policies

External factors that involve regulatory and 
financial aspects of the higher education 
sector. These influence the individual 
indirectly by shaping the policies, funding 
availability, and standards across 
institutions.

MACRO Cultural norms, 
economy & 
labour market, 
politics and 
government

Broader societal influences that impact all 
individuals indirectly, such as cultural 
expectations, economic conditions, 
government policies, political climates, and 
labour market trends. 

* Thanks to Mir Abdullah Miri,  PhD Researcher, Department of Education, University of Bath for the description/examples 



Ourselves?

Our relationships?

Our work?

Our communities?

Our wider society? 

Areas for potential  action



Freire’s notion of ‘praxis’

Bourdieu’s capitals, habitus and field

Sen and Walker’s concepts  of 
capability 

Nancy Fraser social justice

Concepts of powerful knowledge

Yosso critical race & cultural 
wealths

Identities and future/possible selves 

Critical pedagogies

Key theoretical influences 



Bourdieu – Capitals and Habitus and Field

- Capitals: economic, cultural or social which impact on opportunities 
to engage with education, careers etc. 

- Habitus: cultural identity & dispositions related to family & community

Theoretical basis for a great deal of academic research into widening 
participation e.g Diane Reay

Cultural model of Widening Participation that locates interventions 
within a context or field of engagement

Bourdieu’s Theories

How can we change a situation?



The NERUPI Framework

SOCIAL AND ACADEMIC CAPITAL HABITUS SKILLS CAPITAL INTELLECTUAL & 

SUBJECT CAPITAL

PROGRESSION CURRICULUM
STUDENT 

IDENTITIES
SKILLS CURRICULUM

KNOWLEDGE 

CURRICULUM

KNOW CHOOSE BECOME PRACTISE UNDERSTAND

Develop 

students' 

knowledge & 

awareness of 

the benefits of 

higher 

education & 

graduate 

employment

Develop 

students' 

capacity to 

navigate Higher 

Education sector 

& make 

informed 

choices

Develop 

students' 

confidence and 

resilience to 

negotiate the 

challenges of 

university life

Develop students' 

study skills & 

capacity for 

academic 

attainment

Develop students' 

understanding by 

contextualising 

subject knowledge



Organisational Aims

Culture, 

structures, policies 

& procedures

Staffing 

(incl. student 

staff members)

Curricula & 

Pedagogy

Mechanisms for 

student support

Economic 

capital

ENACT ACTIVATE EMPOWER ENABLE SUSTAIN

Embed a culture and 

ethos, backed up by 

policies, procedures, 

and resource 

mechanisms internally, 

which promote 

inclusivity, supportive 

values and behaviour, 

and promote 

participation and 

engagement for all

Embed staffing and 

professional 

development 

arrangements, 

support and 

rewards, which 

build the capacity, 

awareness and skills 

of staff members to 

support and 

promote equity 

Support and extend 

approaches to 

curricula and 

pedagogy which 

ensure inclusivity, and 

promote innovation, 

co-creation and 

partnership 

arrangements

Identify and 

operationalise types 

and mechanisms of 

financial, academic and 

pastoral student 

support  to enable full 

participation and 

engagement of diverse 

student groups and 

individuals 

Develop students’ 

capacity for critically 

informed financial 

decision-making and 

managing financial 

resources



Evaluation approach



• Because you’re interested in it

• To inform policy

• To explore unexplained areas?

• To help devise strategy

• To support effective practice development

• To evaluate why initiatives worked

• To prove the investment was worth it

• To convince stakeholders/funders

• Other reasons….?

Why would you research WP? 

Role of 
research in 
supporting 

positive 
change…



Research versus evaluation



Supporting praxis teams



‘praxis-related research’ 

aims to change things in praxis: 

developing an inquiry culture in a field 

setting, developing a critical approach 

among participants, empowering 

participants to take action, building their 

sense of solidarity, drawing on and 

developing their life experiences, opening 

communicative space between them, and 

so on, all of which can contribute 

to changes in currently established 

modes of praxis. 

Mattsson, M., and S. Kemmis. 2007. Praxis-related research: Serving two 

masters? Pedagogy, Culture & Society 15: 185–214.

. 

Praxis & action research



Action Research & praxis

Action research 

“a form of collective self-
reflective inquiry undertaken by 
participants in social situations 

in order to improve the 
rationality and justice of their 

own social or educational 
practices, as well as their 
understanding of these 

practices and the situations in 
which these practices are 

carried out” 

Kemmis and McTaggert 1990:5

‘praxis-related research’ 

aims to change things in praxis: 

developing an inquiry culture in a field 

setting, developing a critical approach 

among participants, empowering 

participants to take action, building their 

sense of solidarity, drawing on and 

developing their life experiences, 

opening communicative space between 

them, and so on, all of which can 

contribute 

to changes in currently established 

modes of praxis. 

Mattsson, M., and S. Kemmis. 2007. Praxis-related research: 

Serving two masters? Pedagogy, Culture & Society 15: 185–214.



Critical Participatory Action Research



• Possible methods

• Quantitative approaches

• Questionnaires

• Semi-structured interviews

• Qualitative approaches

• Interviews

• Focus groups

• Observations

• Creative methods

How to research WP? 



How to research WP? 
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• Possible methods
• Quantitative approaches

• Questionnaires

• Semi-structured interviews

• Qualitative approaches
• Interviews

• Focus groups

• Observations

• Creative methods

How to research WP? 



Evaluation – 
impact measuring

Requires outcome and impact 
measures such as attitudinal change, 
achievement improvement etc

Preferred by funders, can be problematic – how do 
you prove you caused the impact and how do you 
know which intervention has which result? 

Qualitative 
evaluation

Identifying patterns, themes, 
discourse analysis, authentic 
perspectives 

Why things work as well as what. Tends to be 
formative, can lead you back to where you 
started?

Case study 
approaches

Detailed and intensive analysis of 
case(s) e.g. event, school, cohort

Can be qualitative, quantitative or both, can be 
used as a comparative technique (e.g. different 
cohorts, different institutions), good for 
contextualising results

Action research Cycles of planning, acting, observing 
and reflecting (e.g. run an event, 
collect data/observations, use to 
critically evaluate and inform what 
will happen next)

Involves those responsible for the practice 
throughout and includes those affected by the 
practice, involves dialogue and collaborative 
processes 

Different approaches



Arriving at methods and sources

Brown et al (2019) 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40670-019-00898-9



• Robustness: Maximising the relative strengths of each approach 
(Qual/Quant) and offsetting weaknesses

• Completeness/Validity: multiple datasets Interviews plus observation 
plus survey
• Questionnaire plus follow-up interviews

• Social structures (quantitative) and social processes (qualitative)

• Generate and test hypothesise in single project

• Contextualise the findings

• Unexpected results

• Triangulation – diversity of views

The case for mixed methods research



Types of mixed methods research design



www.nerupi.co.uk

NERUPI Methods Guides



Options: based on either: 
• A research interest within the group – any suggestions? 
• Or using the list of possible topic below

Task: draft out a research strategy: 
• Decide on method(s) of collecting information? 
• What research activities would you undertake?  
• Do you think the evidence would be persuasive and have effect/impact in 

changing/improving organisational practices and structures? 

1. You have identified that there have never been any young people from 
local authority care on any of your courses. Should you do anything 
about it? If so, what? 

2. You have found that some mature students do really well in HE and 
others do not. Why? 

3. You have been running an extensive outreach programme with a group of 
target schools locally. Where people live seems to determine the 
likelihood of them going on to study in your higher education provision. 
Why the differences between localities? 

Group activity



Which method(s) of collecting information? 

Research activities you would undertake?  

What did you discuss? 

Did any methods seem better/worse than others? 

How did you decide? 

Any observations? 

Feedback



Exploring Aims

• Why do we do what we do? 

Project/ 
programme 
outcomes

Change in 
prospects 
into/through/ 
from higher 
education and 
self-fulfilment

Social impact:

Inclusion & Diversity

Equal opportunities/ 
equity

Social 
mobility/equality

Objectives    Aims



• Not a theory in the academic sense of the word – a planning tool

• A hypothesis or prediction of how change will take place helping you 
to understand how an intervention can create a positive impact

• A process to uncover: 
• What improvements or changes you expect your action to make

• How you expect the intervention will generate the benefits

• The assumptions you are making in order to be successful

Using ‘Theory of Change’ (TOC)



Longer term 
impact

Intervention
Short term 

benefits

Medium 
term 

outcomes
Medium 

term 
outcomes

Study skills learning takes 
place

Students apply new skills to 
their school work

MECHANISMS: The skills were sufficient to 
boost results

Students engage with the 
workshop and the 

materials

Learning takes place and skills 
are relevant to students’ 
learning objectives

ASSUMPTIONS: Attainment in exams was the 
key barrier to HE

If we undertake 
these activities…

…these benefits 
will happen….and 
then…

…these outcomes 
will result….

…leading to this 
impact….

THEORY OF CHANGE: 

Participants are able to 
identify at least one new 
study skill developed

HE workshops for 
students in 
disadvantaged 
schools

Students demonstrate 
use of study skills
Grade predictions 
revised upwards
Grade achievement 
exceeds initial predicted 
grades prior to 
intervention

Increase HE applications 
and acceptancesEXAMPLE:



Aspects of ToC that support research 

& evaluation

• There will be different research questions about different aspects 
and probably different methods to answer these questions. 

         

 

Context 

       

         

 
Input/Activities/ 

Delivery 

 
“Causal” 
Pathways 

 

Outcomes 

 

Impacts 

 

         

  
Assumptions 

 

       

         
 

May be different for stakeholders, 
communities HE providers, praxis 

teams

May be unintended outcomes 
and impacts



Impact 

• Research/evaluation needs to have impact

• Findings have potential to make a difference

• Funders demand evidence of impact (key indicator of worthwhile research) 

• What is classed as impact?

• Direct practical implications 

• e.g. for practitioners, policy makers, general community

• Theoretical developments

• Builds on what we know and takes us a step further.

• Better understanding/more effective interventions (achieve 

practical, real-world change)

• Societal impact

• Changing how we think about issue, condition, social group

• Answering questions that matter to people and to society



Returning to ToCs…

What evidence would be most persuasive 

and have the strongest effect/impact: 
1. In changing/improving organisational practice 

and structures?

2. Informing WP policies and strategies? 

Discussion



Different types of questions



WP activity: a transformative experience? 



NERUPI Framework



NERUPI’s Formula

Context Micro-meso-macro level environment and the systems which surround 
the individual which are more or less favourable for success in HE

+ Individual dispositions (habitus) and characteristics which influence 
capacity to engage effectively (e.g. knowledge, skills and experiences), 

how other people perceive/respond to them (which in turn impacts 
upon how they see themselves)

Person

+
Processes The forms and qualities of the interactions which take place in HE (e.g. 

active learning). 

=
KNOW, CHOOSE, UNDERSTAND, PRACTISE,  BECOME, SUSTAINHE Capabilities

=>
Access, Success, 

Progression



Learning Aims



NERUPI Question Bank



NERUPI Question Bank



Model for embedding evaluation 





Aspects of interventions

Dimensions

People Processes Context Consequences

Featured both as an initial 
factor influencing
processes and as a result 
shaped.
- process-relevant person 
characteristics 
(disposition, motivation, 
persistence, etc.) 
- resources (past 
experiences, skills, social 
and material resources) - 
characteristics (age, 
gender, ethnicity) 

Might involve student-
teacher interactions, peer 
relationships, 
engagement with learning 
materials etc: 
- increasing complexity 
leading to either 
competence (or not);
- duration and frequency 
effects;
- reciprocal interaction. 

Includes the micro-, 
meso-, exo-, and 
macrosystems in the EST 
model. Emphasis is on the 
microsystem structure, 
highlighting the impact of 
proximal processes and 
involving interaction with 
objects and symbols, 
rather than solely with 
individuals. 

What is occurring during a 
specific activity or 
interaction (micro) 
Extent to which activities 
and interactions occur
(and consistency) over 
time (meso).
Events in life period of 
individuals (macro)

Synergy a key concept 
Cooperative action of these four elements, such that the sum of the parts is greater than the whole



Toolkit - www.nerupi.co.uk

1. Basics: praxis teams, theory of change, student voice

2. Context: exploring inequalities, NERUPI aims and framework

3. Planning: targeting, curriculum, pedagogy, logistics 

4. Evaluation: 
• Designing evaluations: purposes and uses; evaluation designs, using 

questions

• Implementing evaluations: indicators and measures, contextualisation, 
methods guides, ethics

• Using evaluation: data analysis, reporting

5. Action: case studies, dissemination opportunity



NERUPI Resource Bank



Peer Evaluation course

• This course is for those involved in 
leading or undertaking evaluation of 
access and participation initiatives.

• Combines continuing professional 
development for evaluators with an 
institutional Peer Review process the 
course benefits both individuals and 
organisations.

Starting April 2024

https://www.nerupi.co.uk/events/peer-evaluation-course
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