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The Open University 

Access and Participation Plan 
2025/26 to 2028/29 
 SECTION 1 – Introduction and strategic aim 

The Open University (OU) is the UK’s largest university with 139,117 directly registered 
students in 2022/23 and a further 48,781 studying with validated partners. We account 
for 44% of the UK’s part-time undergraduate provision.  Students study with us from 
wherever they are based across the four nations of the UK and internationally. We 
provide opportunities to over 37,000 students with a disability and for 1,745 students in 
prisons and other secure environments. We have strong representation from students 
from IMDQ1 (25%), carers (12%), students who have no or low levels of previous 
educational qualifications (1 A-level or lower, 33%), and those already in work1 (70%). 
From such a wide variety of individual circumstances, starting points and 
intersectionalities (see table in Annex A), we aim to help our students to achieve their 
goals against a broad spectrum of individual needs, barriers and desired outcomes. 

Our University Strategy for 2022-27, ‘Learn and Live’, sets out five strategic goals – 
sustainability, societal impact, greater reach, success for our students and equity. 

 
 

1 This is the percentage of directly-registered OU students already in work. 
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We have designed our Access and Participation Plan (APP) to fit within and deliver 
positive progress towards these strategic goals.  
 
As a university operating across all four nations of the UK, we also respond to the 
requirements of the other nations’ regulators (Department for the Economy in Ireland, 
Scottish Funding Council, and the new Commission for Tertiary Education and Research 
in Wales2). The APP fits within this four nations context as outlined in the table below.  
 

 OU four nations drivers and data  

  England  Northern Ireland  Scotland  Wales  

Funding 
Body/ 
Regulator 

The Office for 
Students (OfS) 

Department for the 
Economy (DfE) 

Scottish Funding 
Council (SFC)  

Commission for 
Tertiary Education 
and Research (CTER)  

Approach Taking a whole 
provider approach 
which focuses on 
systemic issues 
that create and 
perpetuate 
disadvantage, and 
in so doing, leaving 
behind the deficit 
model attached to 
individual students. 

An integrated and 
holistic approach 
to enable 
individuals in 
Northern Ireland 
from backgrounds 
that face barriers 
to participating in 
higher education 
(HE) to access and 
succeed at OU 
study. This includes 
working towards 
specific targets 
based on 
government policy, 
including DfE’s 
Access to Success 
HE strategy and the 
Skills Strategy for NI 
to increase the 
participation, 
success and 
progression rate of 
students with 
particular 
characteristics.  

Outcome 
Agreements 
between SFC and 
each university 
capture, at a high 
level, contributions, 
impact and 
outcomes for key 
priority areas. The 
SFC is developing a 
new National 
Impact Framework 
and an associated 
Assurance and 
Accountability 
Approach which is 
expected to 
replace the current 
Outcome 
Agreement 
process. Since the 
COVID-19 
pandemic, and 
ahead of new 
developments, SFC 
has maintained a 
smaller set of 
metrics and 

Welsh higher 
education providers 
(HEPs) will need to 
satisfy a range of 
regulatory 
conditions in order 
to join CTER’s list of 
registered providers 
and access public 
funding. A Strategic 
Plan for CTER is 
expected by 
December 2024 and 
Welsh Government 
has outlined a 
Statement of 
Strategic Priorities 
for the Commission, 
including an 
expectation that 
CTER will “intensify 
work on widening 
participation and 
take steps to ensure 
a more equitable 

 
2 From 1st August 2024, a new Commission for Tertiary Education and Research will be responsible for the strategy, 
funding and oversight of further education, school sixth forms, adult & community education and higher education 
across Wales. The commission will be known as Medr and will have specific strategic duties to encourage participation 
in tertiary education, promote lifelong learning and to promote equality of opportunity. 

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.economy-ni.gov.uk%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fpublications%2Fdel%2FAccess%2520to%2520Success-An%2520integrated%2520regional%2520strategy%2520for%2520widening%2520participation%2520in%2520HE_0.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Cjudith.pickering%40open.ac.uk%7Cb0eb67dec00d4de9e27808dc41bc4234%7C0e2ed45596af4100bed3a8e5fd981685%7C0%7C0%7C638457524025226336%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=1JX1wViXg91NSZFkUK%2FrgHzUs%2BGVXGuOgDJaedG5Kps%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.economy-ni.gov.uk%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fpublications%2Feconomy%2FSkills-Strategy-for-Northern-Ireland-Skills-for-a-10x-economy.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Cjudith.pickering%40open.ac.uk%7Cb0eb67dec00d4de9e27808dc41bc4234%7C0e2ed45596af4100bed3a8e5fd981685%7C0%7C0%7C638457524025240805%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=sZ95QR2kJJzDOy%2FFiTYrH2sX3PcigAlWC5%2BHa2m7bFs%3D&reserved=0
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focussed on key 
priorities. 

and excellent 
system for all”. 

Priority 
Groups  

Black students; 
students from 
areas with the 
highest levels of 
deprivation 
(IMDQ1); students 
sharing details of 
mental health 
difficulty. 

Students with  
a disability 
(including those 
sharing a  
mental health  
difficulty); 
students from  
ethnically diverse 
backgrounds, 
women in STEM; 
students from most 
deprived SOA 
(Super Output 
Area, including 
under 25  
males). 

Undergraduate 
entrants from the 
bottom two 
quintiles of the 
Scottish Index of 
Multiple 
Deprivation; 
undergraduate 
entrants who are 
care-experienced; 
learners 
articulating from 
college to degree 
level courses. 
Institutions are also 
expected to review 
and understand 
how protected 
characteristics and 
‘special interest’ 
groups impact on 
core measures and 
to account for any 
variance of 
outcomes with 
accompanying 
improvement 
plans. 

Additionally, SFC 
published Tackling 
persistent 
inequalities 
together in January 
2023, and 
institutions are 
expected to cover 
their contribution 
to the National 
Equality Outcomes 
in their Public 
Sector Equality 
Duty reports.  

Groups under-
represented in HE, 
including: students 
from the bottom two 
quintiles of the 
Welsh Index of 
Multiple Deprivation; 
students of all ages 
from UK low 
participation in HE 
areas; care leavers 
or care experienced 
students; students 
with disabilities; 
students from ethnic 
minority 
backgrounds; 
LGBTQ+ students; 
refugees and 
asylum seekers; 
students with caring 
responsibilities; and 
those studying 
through the medium 
of Welsh. 

 

Key targets Delivering an 
increase in the 
following: 

Delivering an 
increase in the 

Delivering an 
increase in the 
following: 

Under CTER, 
measurable 
outcomes relating to 

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sfc.ac.uk%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2FuploadedFiles%2FTackling_persistent_inequalities_together.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Cangela.garrod%40open.ac.uk%7C63fb553fb84b4129c87908dc57b60c0d%7C0e2ed45596af4100bed3a8e5fd981685%7C0%7C0%7C638481686607492349%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=QVXE2kL%2FN%2BVoXtUQIAJyBkdLQxZiaLs0s1yx4NFdDdU%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sfc.ac.uk%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2FuploadedFiles%2FTackling_persistent_inequalities_together.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Cangela.garrod%40open.ac.uk%7C63fb553fb84b4129c87908dc57b60c0d%7C0e2ed45596af4100bed3a8e5fd981685%7C0%7C0%7C638481686607492349%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=QVXE2kL%2FN%2BVoXtUQIAJyBkdLQxZiaLs0s1yx4NFdDdU%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sfc.ac.uk%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2FuploadedFiles%2FTackling_persistent_inequalities_together.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Cangela.garrod%40open.ac.uk%7C63fb553fb84b4129c87908dc57b60c0d%7C0e2ed45596af4100bed3a8e5fd981685%7C0%7C0%7C638481686607492349%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=QVXE2kL%2FN%2BVoXtUQIAJyBkdLQxZiaLs0s1yx4NFdDdU%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sfc.ac.uk%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2FuploadedFiles%2FTackling_persistent_inequalities_together.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Cangela.garrod%40open.ac.uk%7C63fb553fb84b4129c87908dc57b60c0d%7C0e2ed45596af4100bed3a8e5fd981685%7C0%7C0%7C638481686607492349%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=QVXE2kL%2FN%2BVoXtUQIAJyBkdLQxZiaLs0s1yx4NFdDdU%3D&reserved=0
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• the number and 
proportion of 
Black students 

recruited, above 
that expected 
from population 
changes 

• the module pass 
rates of students 
in IMDQ1 from 
58% (2022/23) 
to 62.8% 
(2028/29)  

• the module pass 
rates of students 
with mental 
health 
difficulties from 
54.9% (2022/23) 
to 63.7% 
(2028/29) 

• the module pass 
rates of Black 
students from 
56.8% (2022/23) 
to 63.7% 
(2028/29) 

• the FHEQ level 5 
and 6 module 
pass rates at 
grades 1 and 2 
of Black 
students from 
36.9% to 50.3% 

• the positive 
progression 
rates of 
graduates with 
mental health 
difficulties from 
67.9% (2022/23) 
to 73.8% 
(2028/29). 

proportion of new 
students: 

• with a disability 
(20%) 

• sharing details of 
a mental health 
difficulty (10%) 

• from a BAME 
background 
(5%)3 

• in STEM that are 
women (36%) 

• from most 
deprived SOA 
that are young 
males under 25 
(3%) 

• from most 
deprived SOA 
(25%).  

 
More data targets 
being developed in 
relation to success 
and progression. 

• total number of 
undergraduate 
entrants 

• number and 
proportion of 
undergraduate 
entrants 
transferring 
credits from 
college to degree 
level courses 

• number and 
proportion of 
undergraduate 
entrants from 
SIMDQ1 and 
SIMDQ2 

• number of 
undergraduate 
entrants with 
care-experience 

• number and 
proportion of 
undergraduate 
degree entrants 
starting a 
module in their 
first academic 
year who return 
to start a module 
in the following 
academic year.  
 

Targets are 
included for 
undergraduate 
entrants from 
SIMDQ1 areas and 
those disclosing 
care-experience. 

the following will be 
monitored: 

• increasing 
participation 
among under-
represented 
groups 

• retention of 
under-
represented 
groups 

• reducing 
awarding gaps 

• support to 
finishing students 
from under-
represented 
groups to 
continue studies / 
find employment 
/ start a business. 

 

 

 
3 This is the term used in the 2021 census which records 3.4% of the NI population as BAME.  Breaking this into separate 
sub-categories provides figures that are too small to be meaningful in terms of monitoring trends. 
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We intend to adopt a systemic approach, working across functional ‘boundaries’ to 
address barriers to student success and equity of outcome.  To achieve this, our 
approach to our APP will: 

• focus on systemic issues that may be creating and perpetuating disadvantage, 
and in so doing, we will leave behind the deficit model attached to individual 
students; 

• take a whole-provider approach which works across the UK and aligns with 
programmes of work currently underway to improve readiness to study, equity 
and equality, student support, tuition, and student outcomes; 

• select our priorities based on an analysis of the risks we identify as being most 
significant for our student body and align these with the risks identified in the OfS 
Equality of Opportunities Risk Register (EORR); 

• have targets based on the qualitative and quantitative data and our existing 
knowledge of the impact of inequities on our students, and link these to plans for 
further research and piloting to enable us to really understand the root causes 
of differential outcomes; 

• ensure that all our interventions have an evaluation plan from the outset; 
• closely monitor interventions for cost-effectiveness to ensure the best possible 

impact for the investments made; 
• be agile, by responding to the needs of our students, growing our understanding 

of their needs and any barriers to their success and progression; 
• learn through robust research and adapt to deliver interventions which make 

substantive positive change; 
• deepen our understanding of intersectionality, recognising our students as 

individuals who have many intersecting characteristics. 
 

 SECTION 2 – Risks to equality of opportunity 

We have analysed sector-level risks identified in the EORR and completed an 
assessment of performance using the OfS access and participation data dashboard. 
We have also analysed our own specific data insights to enable the creation of an OU-
specific version of the EORR, which produced a long list of identifiable risks. Of these, we 
prioritised eight where there is the greatest inequity for the highest number of students. 
These eight risks are summarised below and the rationale for selecting them is 
expanded on in fuller detail in Annex A.  They have been identified within the context of 
the whole student journey, from access to success through to progression, and we 
include an explanation of how each risk impacts our students. 

Prioritised Risks 

Risk Analysis of the risk to OU students 

Risk 1: Black students may 
not be sufficiently 
represented in the OU's 

The proportions of Black entrants at the OU are below part-time sector 
averages.  
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student population when 
compared to the rest of the 
HE part-time sector. 

 

The proportion of Black entrants compared to overall entrants in the last 
five-years (2017/18-2021/22) was 3.5% and in the rest of the part-time HE 
sector it was 6.4%.   

Black students at the OU withdraw at a significantly higher rate than White 
students. The five-year average (2018/19-2022/23) for Black students 
withdrawing between the start of their module and the first fee liability 
point was 13% compared to 7% for White students. As the disparity in 
withdrawal rates is much higher for Black students, the focus will remain 
with this demographic. 

We have identified a need to improve the early experiences of Black 
students to increase retention, as well as recruit more Black students. 

According to research conducted at the OU by HumanKind4, Black 
students are more likely to experience issues with the tuition fee loan 
process, due to structural biases in the loan system relating to residency, 
immigration, and evidence of eligibility, which may delay the registrations 
of Black students. 

Risk 2: Black students, 
students residing in IMDQ1 
and those with mental 
health difficulties may not 
be as successful as other 
students due to the use of 
final assessments which 
account for a high 
proportion of the module 
grade. 

 

Many final assessments were cancelled in 2019/20 due to the pandemic 
and instead an algorithm was used to indicate whether a student should 
pass their module based on their in-module performance. This approach 
saw undergraduate module pass rates increase institutionally by 5.0pp 
compared to the previous year.  

For students in APP priority groups, the increase in module pass rates was 
more pronounced, leading to module pass rate gaps narrowing. For 
example, students in IMDQ1 had a 6.2pp increase in module pass rates, 
whilst those in IMDQ5 had only a 3.2pp increase. Black students had an 
8.6pp increase and White students had a 4.6pp increase. The pass rate for 
students with disabilities increased by 6.0pp, whilst students without 
disabilities had a more modest increase of 4.9pp. 

The observed impact on multiple module pass rate gaps due to COVID-19 
adjustments to final assessments revealed that the use of higher 
weighted final assessments negatively impact students from APP groups.  

Risk 3: students with mental 
health difficulties may have 
much lower pass rates 
compared to their peers. 

 

The five-year (2018/19-2022/23) average module completion rate for our 
undergraduate students is 71.5%, but for students with mental health 
difficulties the rate is 59.3%, a difference of 12.2pp.  

The five-year (2018/19-2022/23) average module pass rate for our 
undergraduate students is 68.6% but for students with mental health 
difficulties the rate is 56.3%, a difference of 12.3pp.  

The proportion of our undergraduate students with mental health 
difficulties has been rising year on year, rising from 6.9% in 2015/16 to 13.4% 
in 2022/23, making this a growing priority. 

(Above references to students with mental health difficulties are for 
students who have chosen to share this information with the University.) 

Risk 4: Black students may 
have much lower pass 
rates than any other 
ethnicity. 

The five-year (2018/19-2022/23) average module pass rate for our 
undergraduate students is 68.6%. When considering ethnicity groups, this 
rate increases to 69.4% for White students, whereas for Black students it 
decreases to 58%. This equates to a module pass rate gap of 11.4pp 
between Black and White students. The difference in module pass rate 
 

4 ‘Why Does the OU Lose so Many Black Students in the Early Stages of their Journey?’ Research conducted in conjunction 
with HumanKind, July 2022. 
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 stems from a combination of both the lower proportion of Black students 
completing their undergraduate modules and the lower proportion of 
Black students who do complete their modules successfully achieving a 
pass.  

The five-year (2018/19-2022/23) average conversion rate from module 
completion to module pass for White students is 96.6% but for Black 
students it is 89.0%. This inequity follows through to the qualification level 
where 31.2% of our Black students complete their first degree compared to 
35.0% of White students (4-year aggregate, 2012/13 – 2015/16 cohorts). 
Over the same period in the part-time HE sector (excluding the OU), 
approximately 64.9% of Black students and 71.7% of White students 
completed their first degree. 

Risk 5: Black students may 
have much lower pass 
rates at grades 1 and 25 
than any other ethnicity. 

 

The five-year (2018/19-2022/23) average rate of Black students who 
passed level 5/6 modules and achieved a first or upper second 
classification was 35.1%. White students had a much higher rate of 63.2%, 
equating to an awarding gap of 28.1pp.  

This inequity is even greater at the qualification level where the five-year 
(2017/18-2021/22) average rate for our Black part-time undergraduate 
students achieving a first or upper second classification was 23.3%, whilst 
the rate for White students was 37.5pp higher at 65.0%.  

In the part-time HE sector (excluding the OU), 47.6% of Black 
undergraduate students achieved a first or upper second classification 
over the same five-years, more than double the OU’s rate for Black 
students. The awarding gap between Black and White students in the rest 
of the part-time HE sector is 31.7pp but for the OU is it 37.5pp. 

Risk 6: students residing in 
areas of the UK with high 
deprivation (IMDQ1) may 
have much lower pass 
rates. 

 

Our five-year (2018/19-2022/23) average module pass rate is 68.6%. For 
students in IMDQ1 areas of the UK6 the rate is 61.0% and for those in IMDQ5 it 
is 74.6%, a difference of 13.6pp.  

Across intersections with other key demographic groups, module pass 
rates are lowest when those students reside in IMDQ1 and increase through 
the deprivation quintiles to IMDQ5. For example, over the same period, 
Black students in IMDQ1 had a module pass rate of 55.2%, in IMDQ3 the rate 
was 61.3% and in IMDQ5 it was 63.7%. Students with disabilities in IMDQ1 had 
a module pass rate of 53.8%, in IMDQ3 they had a rate of 61.8% and in 
IMDQ5 it was 67.1%.  

The inequity between the outcomes of students in IMDQ1 compared to 
IMDQ5 is also seen at the qualification level7 where 29.3% of our part-time 
undergraduate students in IMDQ1 completed their first degree compared 
to 41.3% of those in IMDQ5 (4-year aggregate, 2012/13-2015/16 cohorts). 
Over the same period in the part-time HE sector (excluding the OU), 
approximately 66.6% of students in IMDQ1 and 73.5% of students in IMDQ5 
completed their first degree. 

Risk 7: students with 
different ethnicities and 

According to research conducted by HumanKind8, a lack of diversity and 
belonging could “hinder feeling comfortable to engage/make 

 
5 Undergraduate modules at FHEQ levels 4 and 5 are awarded graded credit for pass grades 1, 2, 3 and 4 (with grade 1 
being the highest grade of pass). 
6 IMD data from all four UK nations combined internally for OU students. 
7 Qualification completion IMD data from the OfS relates to England only. 
8 ‘Why Does the OU Lose so Many Black Students in the Early Stages of their Journey?’ Research conducted in conjunction 
with HumanKind ,July 2022. 
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declared disabilities may 
find that a lack of 
representation amongst 
staff reinforces issues 
regarding a sense of 
belonging and a lack of 
role models. 

 

connections with others”. In 2021/22, the proportion of staff with a declared 
disability was 7.9%; the proportion of Black, Asian and minority ethnic staff 
had risen to 11%, with Black staff at senior levels (for example, professor 
grades) accounting for less than 1%.  (Data shows that candidates 
recruited from marginalised backgrounds progress differently to 
appointment, compared to non-marginalised groups.)  This context not 
only impacts disadvantaged students in not experiencing feelings of 
belonging, but a lack of role models may impact their progression. 

Risk 8: graduates with 
mental health difficulties 
may have low progression 
rates 

 

The positive progression rate for our graduates with mental health 
difficulties who studied part-time for their first degree is 67.9% (2017/18-
2020/21). This rate is 10.7pp lower than the rate recorded for our graduates 
without disabilities (78.6%). In the same period, the part-time HE sector 
(excluding the OU) had a positive progression rate for graduates with 
mental health difficulties of approximately 73.4%. Our rate is therefore 
lower than the OfS’ B3 threshold of 70%. Graduates with mental health 
difficulties are the only OU student group below this threshold. 

 

Our assessment is that tackling these eight risks will have the most impact for our 
target student groups. We set out in the next section how we turned these risks into 
objectives, and how we will test how effective these objectives are at making progress 
towards our targets early into our APP implementation. 

We are specifically focussing on improving the outcomes for students with the following 
key characteristics: 

• IMDQ1 students; 
• students with mental health difficulties;  
• Black students.  

Analysis of our intersectional data (Annex A) indicates a strong correlation between 
intersecting characteristics and progression outcomes. Although students with more 
than one of the prioritised characteristics have more adverse outcomes, those students 
who have only one of our key characteristics have significantly worse outcomes than 
comparable students who do not have a key characteristic. This is the case no matter 
which second intersectional demographic is then applied across their data. The 
addition of a third intersectional characteristic into the data confirms the dominance of 
the three key characteristics we have identified but without producing any further 
significant insights. At the highest level of analysis, 30.9% of our students have one or 
more of those key characteristics and their outcomes are adverse compared to their 
comparator demographic groups. 

We are aware that we have some cohorts of students with worse outcomes than their 
peers but who are not currently represented in our EORR because their numbers are 
very small compared to our three priority groups. These cohorts include carers, care-
experienced students (other than those in Scotland) and Gypsy, Roma, Traveller, 
Showpeople and Boater students. We believe that our approach to tackling systemic 
issues within the University, along with our emphasis on intersectionality, will create 
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positive change for these cohorts, but additionally we will continue to monitor their 
outcomes and explore opportunities to support them. 

 

 SECTION 3 – Objectives and targets 

Our APP objectives and targets have been formed from the analysis of the OU’s 
performance data and the risks and mitigations identified in the OU EORR. The risks are 
grouped by the relevant stage within the student journey: 

• access – at the start of, or prior to, FHEQ level 4 study; 
• continuation and completion – FHEQ level 4 to 6 study; 
• progression – to FHEQ level 7+ study or graduate employment. 

As detailed in Section 4, the objectives and targets set out in the APP must be used to 
ensure accountability for reducing inequity across the University.  

Access   

Objective 1  

A significant increase in the number and proportion of Black students recruited, above 
that expected from population changes, from 1,131 in 2023/24 to 1,256 in 2028/29. 

Indication of risk: the OU EORR indicates that Black students are underrepresented in 
our student population when compared to the rest of the HE sector (OU EORR Risk 1). We 
can assess this data for all of our UK students, and so although the expected 
proportions of Black student recruitment will differ according to nation, overall the data 
shows a disproportionate deficit. Currently, Black students are disproportionately 
negatively impacted by delays in accessing student loans and in being registered, 
which research indicates is as a result of structural biases in the student loans system, 
in that more complex financial and residential situations are not easily resolved. As 
students from APP groups have been shown to be in more economically precarious 
situations, they are disproportionately impacted by issues relating to accessing and 
securing finance. The OU EORR highlights that there is a lack of representation of staff 
with different ethnicities and with disabilities which may reinforce issues for our 
students regarding a sense of belonging and a lack of role models (OU EORR Risk 7). In 
the case of low numbers of student applications from Black students, it is possible that 
prospective students do not perceive us to be a diverse institution that nurtures a 
diverse sense of belonging. It is clear that our lack of diversity extends beyond Black 
students and we therefore intend to do more work disaggregating other ethnicities and 
investigating further areas for work.  
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Continuation/completion 

Objective 2 

Reduce the gap in module pass rates between students in IMDQ1 and IMDQ5, by 
increasing the module pass rates of students in IMDQ1 from 58% (2022/23) to 62.8% 
(2028/29). 

Indication of risk: the OfS EORR suggests that location, entrance tariff and the national 
or local recruitment of students could be factors in determining the extent to which this 
national risk is seen here at the OU. As our model is based on an ‘open’ and distance 
learning structure, the indicators of risk for our students are somewhat amplified. We 
have a high proportion of students with low prior educational qualifications, as well as 
different specific contexts in terms of local recruitment within the four nations. Our data 
analysis particularly shows a consistently wide IMDQ1/Q5 pass rate gap, with pass rates 
for IMDQ1 students being amongst the lowest seen regardless of other APP 
characteristics (OU EORR Risk 7). Students from other disadvantaged groups 
disproportionately reside in IMDQ1 areas. Students residing in IMDQ1 are also more likely 
to encounter digital poverty and where this might be mitigated by access to digital 
facilities in campus-based institutions, the OU distance learning model may 
inadvertently negatively impact this student group. However, financial support for 
digital inclusion is available to eligible students and we are continuing to address digital 
exclusion through our Digital Inclusion work. Our data analysis highlights how our 
approach to the use of final assessments, when they account for a high proportion of 
the module grade, is shown to have a disproportionately negative impact on the 
success of Black students, those residing in IMDQ1 and those with mental health 
difficulties (OU EORR Risk 3).  

Objective 3 

Reduce the gap in module pass rates between students with and without mental health 
difficulties by increasing the module pass rates of students with mental health 
difficulties from 54.9% (2022/23) to 63.7% (2028/29). 

Indication of risk: a difference in on-course outcomes between students who have 
shared details of a mental health difficulty and those who have not; the OfS EORR 
highlights this as one of the key indicators of students having low completion rates. This 
is reflected in the OU EORR which shows that students with mental health difficulties 
have much lower pass rates (OU EORR Risk 7). The submission of first assessments and 
completion rates are lower than those seen for students without disabilities and those 
students whose disabilities do not include mental health difficulties. This suggests a link 
to the concern over our approach to the use of final assessments, when they account 
for high a proportion of the module grade, as this has shown to have a 
disproportionately negative impact on the success of Black students, those in IMDQ1 
and those with mental health difficulties (OU EORR Risk 3). There are increasing numbers 
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of students disclosing mental health difficulties (approximately 1/8th of our students), 
with only just over half completing their modules. 

Objective 4  

Reduce the gap in module pass rates between Black students and White students, by 
increasing the module pass rates of Black students from 56.8% (2022/23) to 63.7% 
(2028/29). 

Indication of risk: the OfS EORR identifies an indication of this risk as a difference in on-
course outcomes between Black and White students, though the OU EORR has 
specifically found that Black students have much lower pass rates than any other 
ethnicity (OU EORR Risk 5). As noted in earlier indicators of risk, our approach to the use 
of final assessments, when they account for high a proportion of the module grade, has 
been shown to have a disproportionately negative impact on the success of Black 
students (OU EORR Risk 3). The OU EORR highlights that there is a lack of representation 
of staff with different ethnicities and with disabilities which may reinforce issues for our 
students regarding a sense of belonging and a lack of role models (OU EORR Risk 7).  

Objective 5  

Reduce the gap in FHEQ level 4 and 5 module pass rates at grades 1 and 2 between 
Black students and White students, by increasing the module pass rates at grades 1 
and 2 of Black students from 36.9% (2022/23) to 50.3% (2028/29). 

Indication of risk: the OfS EORR identifies an indication of this risk as a difference in on-
course outcomes between Black and White students, though the OU EORR has 
specifically found that our largest gaps between the awarding of grades 1 and 2 is 
between Black and White student groups, echoing the gap in the awarding of upper 
second and first-class degrees seen at the OU and across the sector (OU EORR Risk 6). 
Our approach to the use of final assessments, when they account for high a proportion 
of the module grade, has been shown to have a disproportionately negative impact on 
the success of Black students (OU EORR Risk 3). The OU EORR highlights that there is a 
lack of representation of staff with different ethnicities and with disabilities which may 
reinforce issues for our students regarding a sense of belonging and a lack of role 
models (OU EORR Risk 8) 

Progression 

Objective 6 

Reduce the gap in positive progression rates between graduates with and without 
mental health difficulties, by increasing the positive progression rates of graduates with 
mental health difficulties from 67.9% (2022/23) to 71.7% (2028/29)9.  

 
9 Target to be based on the Positive Progression rate published in 2009 which reports on the Positive Progression rates of 
individuals graduating in 2026/2027. 
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Indication of risk: a difference in positive progression rates for graduates, which the OfS 
EORR suggests potentially negatively impacts a multitude of student groups. However, 
analysis of our data and the Graduate Outcomes Survey shows that for us, it is students 
disclosing mental health difficulties who are below the B3 70% threshold. This is the only 
demographic group with substantial numbers below this threshold. 
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Note on the rationale for using module pass rates as a measure of success 

The modular and part-time nature of OU study means students commonly take six or seven years to complete their studies and can 
take up to sixteen years. With the introduction of the Lifelong Learning Entitlement within the timeframe of this APP, we envisage that 
more students will take up the opportunity to study single modules and adopt new patterns of study that do not immediately lead to 
linked qualifications. We have therefore taken the decision that, in order to produce timely measures of progress against our 
intervention strategies, we need to track progress at the modular level using modular pass rates. We are aware that this makes 
tracking progress via the APP dashboard harder to reconcile against our plans, but we are intending that more current metrics will 
enable us to flex our responses and adapt to new insights during the plan. 

Annex A includes a detailed rationale for our use of modular pass rates and how these relate to the metrics currently in use in the 
APP dashboard.  

Summary of the risks, objectives, and targets 

In the table below we have aligned how we see the risks impacting our high-priority student groups and the objectives we have set 
ourselves for those groups. 

Group at Risk Link to high-priority 
EORR risk 

Objective Year Target 

 Access Risk mitigation   
Black students Risk 1 (access) 

Risk 7 (sense of 
belonging) 

1. A significant increase in the number of Black students recruited, 
above that expected from population changes from 1,131 
(2023/24) to 1,256 (2028/29).10 

2025/26 1,128  
2026/27 1,162  
2027/28 1,208  
2028/29 1,256  

  

 
10 These targets are set with the baseline year for data being 2022/23.  This is because we are waiting for a stable student number at first fee liability point for 2023/24 data that 
accounts for pending results and passive withdrawals.  Targets are therefore built from the forecasted 2023/24 numbers, which are still subject to change.  The growth targeted for 
Black students is greater than assumed population growth rates.  
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 Continuation/completion Risk mitigation   
Students in IMDQ1 Risk 2 (assessment) 

Risk 6 (pass rates) 2. Reduce the gap in module pass rates between students in IMDQ1 
and IMDQ5, by increasing the module pass rates of students in 
IMDQ1 from 58.0% (2022/23) to 62.8% (2028/29). 

2025/26 58.8% 
2026/27 60.2% 
2027/28 61.5% 
2028/29 62.8% 

 Risk 2 (assessment) 
Risk 3 (pass rates) 
Risk 7 (sense of 
belonging) 

3. Reduce the gap in module pass rates between students with and 
without mental health difficulties, by increasing the module pass 
rates of students with mental health difficulties from 54.9% 
(2022/23) to 63.7% (2028/29). 

2025/26 57.3% 
2026/27 59.4% 
2027/28 61.5% 
2028/29 63.7% 

Black students Risk 2 (assessment) 
Risk 4 (pass rates) 
Risk 5 (pass rates at 
grades 1 and 2) 
Risk 7 (sense of 
belonging) 

4. Reduce the gap in module pass rates between Black students and 
White students, by increasing the module pass rates of Black 
students from 56.8% (2022/23) to 63.7% (2028/29). 

2025/26 59.4% 
2026/27 60.8% 
2027/28 62.3% 
2028/29 63.7% 

 5. Reduce the gap in FHEQ level 4 and 5 module pass rates at 
grades 1 and 211 between Black students and White students, by 
increasing the module pass rates at grades 1 and 2 of Black 
students from 36.9% % (2022/23) to 50.3% (2028/29). 

2025/26 39.1% 
2026/27 42.8% 
2027/28 46.6% 
2028/29 50.3% 

 Progression Risk mitigation    
Students with 
mental health 
difficulties 

Risk 8 (progression) 6. Reduce the gap in Positive Progression rates between graduates 
with and without mental health difficulties by increasing the 
Positive Progression rates of graduates with mental health 
difficulties from 67.9% (2022/23) to 71.7% (2028/29). 

2025/26 68.8% 
2026/27 69.8% 
2027/28 70.8% 
2028/29 71.7% 

 
11 Undergraduate modules at FHEQ levels 4 and 5 are awarded graded credit for pass grades 1, 2, 3 and 4 (with grade 1 being the highest grade of pass). 
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 SECTION 4 – Intervention strategies and expected outcomes 

Intervention and evaluation strategy 

Analysis of our data and our identified risks to equity of opportunity have signalled that 
addressing the key barriers to improving access, participation and success will require 
an organisation-wide approach. Previously we have supported faculties and 
operational units to identify local opportunities to address barriers to success.  This has 
resulted, in some cases, in a deficit model which required our students to adapt to fit 
within locally developed solutions.  Instead, a new systemic approach will be adopted, 
which will ensure that the priorities of this APP will be embedded as a ‘horizontal’ theme 
running through all units and pillars of work to guide priorities across the organisation; 
the approach asks the question of what we are doing, as a university, to create or 
perpetuate disadvantage and what can we do to change this. This aligns well with our 
OU Learn and Live Strategy and our goal of “success for our students, supporting them 
to achieve their goals, whoever and wherever they are, with outcomes that are 
equitable and open up new opportunities in life and work”.   

We have used our wealth of student data to identify which cohorts of students are most 
at risk of inequity and therefore which risks to equality of opportunity should be 
prioritised.  We also surveyed frontline staff, such as Personal Learning Advisors, who 
support the students who are subjected to the greatest inequities. This provided us with 
valuable insight into the root causes of inequity and how we can address them through 
our APP intervention strategies.   

To ensure the accuracy of our findings, we validated our insight through our student 
consultations (see section 6) and feedback from colleagues from across the University. 
This helped us to understand how the risks to those student groups are currently being 
addressed and where there are opportunities to accelerate progress. We also identified 
opportunities for new interventions, which we prioritised based on their potential scale 
of impact and benefit. 

We have combined student data and evidence from scholarship and from previous 
pilots to generate a list of activities which take proposals through discrete 
developmental stages, namely from desk research to piloting, through to wider 
implementation.  This pipeline approach enables us to generate appropriate data and 
react dynamically to prioritise activities most likely to have the greatest impact on our 
risks to equity.  For this reason, we are not estimating costs per activity, but assigning 
an overall annual budget for each intervention strategy. 

Our APP will enable us to leverage engagement with partners across the OU. We will 
collaborate with business owners throughout the University to coordinate activities and 
ensure that change is driven and managed by those who will be embedding it. This will 
help us to ensure that the interventions we put in place have the greatest possible 
impact on reducing inequity and promoting equality of opportunity for all students. 
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We will carefully monitor outcomes and be flexible in our response to following 
evaluation.  As such, we have opted to predict and assign budget needs at a high level, 
i.e., at the level of each major intervention strategy, namely a) Access, b) Continuation 
and Completion, and c) Progression (please refer to section below). This approach 
allows us to be flexible in expanding or reducing specific activities based on the level of 
promise or evidence of impact. 

The APP therefore provides focus for: 

• the identification of needs and understanding of barriers to student equity and 
success; 

• the prioritisation and funding of activities to address inequity; 
• the creation and nurturing of networks to enable sight of activities underway 

across the institution, thus supporting a ‘joined-up’ approach to resolving barriers 
to student success; 

• support to ensure that activities are designed and evaluated in a robust way to 
deliver concrete lessons learned; 

• monitoring and reporting of progress through University governance and the OfS; 
• support for sharing and dissemination of lessons learned.  

The embedding of evaluation into all APP activities will ensure a robust and 
comprehensive understanding of activity outcomes and impact. Our Access, 
Participation and Success (APS) Impact and Evaluation team is using TASO’s Monitoring 
and Evaluation Framework (MEF) steps to evaluation and the OfS’s Standards of 
Evidence to develop a robust internal evaluation framework.   An overarching Theory of 
Change has underpinned the creation of our APP (see Fig. 1), and individual Theories of 
Change will be developed to support the design and delivery of specific APP activities.   
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Figure 1: Theory of Change  
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Our aim is for all pilot interventions to adopt either Type 2 or Type 3 evaluation12 with an 
aspiration to aim to generate causal evidence of impact (Type 3), as much as possible.  

The points below highlight our current proposal for how we will approach embedding 
and carrying out evaluations for all APP activities:  

• design and disseminate guidelines on embedding MEF frameworks into 
activities; 

• provide training workshops on developing a Theory of Change (ToC) for all 
activities through approaches such as ChangeBusters13. 

• provide regular high-level evaluation surgery sessions where teams can get 
expert advice when needed from the OU’s Impact and Evaluation team. 

• build in review and agreement of activity design, including the approach to 
impact evaluation into activity planning.  

• support a Community of Practice to ensure sharing and collaboration within the 
institution. 

Intervention strategy: Access (ISA)  

Risk to Equality of 
Opportunity (OfS 
EORR) 

OfS EORR Risk 1, 2, 3, 5 
(Linked to OU EORR Risks 1 and 7) 

Objectives and 
Targets 

By 2029-30 observe a significant increase in the number and 
proportion of Black students recruited, above that expected from 
population changes from 1,131 (2023/24) to 1,256 (2028/29). 

Activity Outcomes Cross 
Interventions? 

OU 
EORR 
Risk 

Working with external 
partners, develop outreach 
and marketing activities with 
a strategic focus on the 
recruitment of diverse student 
populations whilst enhancing 
accessibility and streamlining 
processes. 

Black students see the Open 
University as a viable option, are 
supported to make well-informed 
decisions regarding their HE options 
and understand how the OU can 
meet their needs. 

 1 

Student study expectations 

Being more explicit of what to 
expect of OU study to aid 

Students have a greater 
understanding of:  

Intervention 
Strategy: 
Continuation 

1 

 
12 The OfS ‘Standards of Evidence’ categorises evidence into the following ‘types’:  

• Type 1 – Narrative: there is a clear narrative for why we might expect an activity to be effective. This narrative is 
normally based on the findings of other research or evaluation. 

• Type 2 – Empirical enquiry: there is data which suggests that an activity is associated with better outcomes for 
students. 

• Type 3 – Causality: a method is used which demonstrates that an activity has a ‘causal impact’ on outcomes 
for students. 

 
13 www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/changebusters  

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/standards-of-evidence-and-evaluating-impact-of-outreach/
www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/changebusters
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preparedness.  Activities to 
include: 

• Evaluating the impact of 
OU Access on study 
expectations and 
preparedness. 

• Reviewing and 
rationalising guidance 
and induction materials 

• Improving signposting.  

• What OU online, distance 
learning entails. 

• How OU study will support their 
goals and aspirations. 

• The support that is available to 
them (including support via 
proactive contact to students 
who identify as Black). 

• Any adjustments and 
approaches that are needed to 
maximise their chances of 
success. 

and Completion 
(ISCC) 

Financial support   

Review support for students, 
e.g., the OU Access Fee 
Waiver; improve access to 
information about student 
loans, and associated 
assistance. 
Particular focus on the 
specific support required for 
Black students with potentially 
complex finance concerns. 

• Student needs are clearly 
understood, and financial 
support is targeted 
appropriately to meet that need. 
This includes appropriately 
trained staff to support more 
complex situations for some 
Black students. 

• Simple processes in place to 
enable students to access 
support, e.g., for students facing 
digital poverty. 

• Increased uptake of students 
accessing available financial 
support. 

ISCC 1 

Inclusive recruitment 

Broaden staff diversity 
through: 

• Reviewing job 
descriptions and where 
jobs are advertised. 

• Delivering an inclusive 
employee experience for 
staff throughout the hiring 
and induction process. 

• Job roles and descriptions are 
inclusive. 

• Careers at the OU are attractive 
to staff from diverse cultures and 
backgrounds. 

• Improved diversity of staff, 
including senior staff and staff in 
student-facing roles. 

• Recruitment practices are 
inclusive. 

ISCC 1 

Investment The annual budget assigned to support activities to address risks to 
equity of Access is £880,000 for activities to promote Access to the 
University, plus an additional £4.2 million for financial support and 
Access Fee Waiver. 

Evidence base and 
rationale 

On average 51% of new students to the OU do not have traditional entry 
requirements therefore doing more to manage expectations of 
undergraduate study and the demands of distance learning should 
benefit these students.   

43% of new students drop out between reservation and fee liability point 
1 (FLP1).   

Continuing students who register ‘late’ have the lowest pass rates (~5% 
lower). 
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Early student engagement is linked to better outcomes.  Students who 
use the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) before the module start 
compared to those who do not, have pass rates ~20% points higher. 

Greater diversity in the student body can be achieved by creating a 
better ‘sense of belonging’ via inclusive communications and the 
visibility of role models. 

Most scholarship which has focussed on underrepresentation in HE has 
focussed on educating prospective students from low socioeconomic 
backgrounds on the benefits and cost of higher education14,15,16.  These 
studies have tended to show that such interventions can be both low-
cost and an effective way to encourage participation.  We would like to 
understand how to address this in the context of our model of online and 
distance learning. 

Students who study OU Access courses achieve greater success in 
subsequent undergraduate study than equivalent students who enter 
directly into undergraduate study17. 

 

 

Intervention strategy: Continuation and Completion (ISCC) 

Risk to Equality of 
Opportunity (OfS 
EORR) 

OfS EORR risks 2, 6, 7, 8, 9 & 10  

(Linked to OU EORR Risks 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 and 7) 

 
Objectives and 
Targets 

Reduce the gap in module pass rates between students in IMDQ1 and 
IMDQ5, by increasing the module pass rates of students in IMDQ1 from 
58% (2022/23) to 62.8% (2028/29). 

Reduce the gap in module pass rates between students with and 
without mental health difficulties, by increasing the module pass rates 
of students with mental health difficulties from 54.9% (2022/23) to 63.7% 
(2028/29). 

Reduce the gap in module pass rates between Black students and White 
students, by increasing the module pass rates of Black students from 
56.8% (2022/23) to 63.7% (2028/29). 

 
14 Sanders, M., Burgess, S., Chande, R., Dilnot, C., Kozman, E., & Macmillan, L. (2018). Role models, mentoring and university 
applications – evidence from a crossover randomised controlled trial in the United Kingdom. Widening Participation and 
Lifelong Learning, 20(4), 57-80. https://doi.org/10.5456/nvpll.20a.57 
 
15 Peter, F., Spiess, C., & Zambre, V. (2018). Informing Students about College: An Efficient Way to Decrease the Socio-
Economic Gap in Enrolment: Evidence from a Randomized Field Experiment. SSRN Electronic 
Journal. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3287800 
 
16 Castleman, B., & Page, L. (2015). Summer nudging: Can personalized text messages and peer mentor outreach 
increase college going among low-income high school graduates? Journal Of Economic Behavior & Organization, 115, 
144-160. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2014.12.008 
 
17 Access Board of Studies.  Access Periodic Quality Review, Self-Evaluation Document, May 2022 

https://doi.org/10.5456/nvpll.20a.57
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3287800
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2014.12.008


 

21 

Reduce the gap in module pass rates at grades 1 and 2 between Black 
students and White students, by increasing the module pass rates at 
grades 1 and 2 of Black students from 36.9% to 50.3%. 

 
Activity Outcomes Cross 

Interventions? 
OU 
EORR 
Risk 

Research into barriers to 
student success 

Continued student 
consultation, literature review 
and scholarship to 
understand barriers to 
student success. 

Barriers to student success for our 
APP priority groups and key 
intersections are better understood, 
are shared with internal and external 
academic communities and inform 
future APP activity. Building on 
existing research such as 
HumanKind research on the early 
retention of Black students and 
research on Mental Health 
Declarations by Black Students. 

Intervention 
Strategy: Access 
(ISA) 

Intervention 
Strategy: 
Progression 
(ISP) 

2, 3, 4, 
5, 6, 8 

Special circumstances 

Capture and analyse data on 
the request and awarding of 
special circumstances and 
discretionary postponements. 

The challenges surrounding the 
request and awarding of special 
circumstances and discretionary 
postponements are better 
understood and opportunities are 
highlighted to improve equity for APP 
students in this area. 

ISP 2, 3, 4, 
5, 6, 8 

Student engagement and 
communication 

• Review the volume and 
accessibility of 
information provided to 
students and the impact 
of this on our priority 
students. 

• Pilot approaches to 
proactive communication 
to enhance inclusivity and 
increase engagement. 

• Ensure that the student 
voice is central to the 
design and delivery of OU 
APP initiatives. 

• Shaped by direct student input, 
student comms are enhanced to 
enable students to ‘self-serve’, 
reducing queries to support 
teams and tutors. 

• Communications are inclusive 
and reach more students, 
driving up engagement. 

• More communications to 
celebrate the successes of black 
students and staff, providing 
positive role models. 

ISA, ISP 2, 3, 4, 
5, 6, 8 

Student tuition support   

Capture students' 
understanding of the support 
offered by their tutors and 
opportunities for 
enhancement, e.g., the 
timeliness of proactive and 
reactive support; pastoral 
support; and academic 
support. 

Student tuition support needs will be 
better understood, enabling pilots to 
be undertaken to test and measure 
the impact of revised approaches to 
inform policy and process 
improvements.  

ISP 3, 4, 5, 
6 
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Delivering a standard for 
student-tutor interactions   

With evidence of barriers to 
success and equity 
experienced by APP students, 
working with units across the 
OU to work towards agreeing 
to a clear standard for 
student-tutor interactions to 
meet students' needs whilst 
providing tutors with clear 
guidance and support. 

• Guidelines and service level 
agreements ensure the delivery 
of a consistent, high-quality level 
of tutor support for all students. 

• Agreement and communication 
of a quality standard and 
expectations of student-tutor 
interactions. 

• Tutor support provided to ensure 
the delivery of consistent and 
high-quality tuition.   

ISP 3, 4, 5, 
6 

Embedding APP into OU 
processes  

University and individual 
accountability for addressing 
inequity will be underpinned 
through embedding APP 
within institutional processes, 
by: 

• Ensuring that student 
equity is a central theme 
for OU Quality 
Enhancement processes. 

• Revising the Equality 
Impact Assessment 
process to ensure that the 
needs of APP priority 
groups are explicitly 
considered. 

• Providing staff training, 
guidance to drive 
engagement and 
accountability with these 
processes. 

Monitoring of OU quality 
enhancement and assurance 
processes demonstrates that 
curriculum reviews and OU activity 
are undertaken with explicit 
expectations of the impacts on APP 
student groups. 

ISA, ISP 1, 2, 3, 
4, 5, 6, 
7, 8 

Staff training  

Staff training, embedded 
withing appraisal process, to 
include training to support: 

• Cultural competency and 
inclusivity. 

• Equality Impact 
Assessment process. 

• The use of tools to provide 
an early indication of 
support needs, i.e., the 
Early Alerts Indicator and 
the Module Gap Explorer. 

• Staff have a greater awareness 
of cultural diversity, inequity and 
how this impacts the student 
journey and support needs. 

• Opportunities for how individuals 
can address these within the 
context of their role have been 
identified and captured via the 
appraisal process. 

 

ISA, ISP 1, 2, 3, 
4, 5, 6, 
7, 8 

Empowering students   Students are supported through the 
provision of tools, skills, and 

ISP 2, 3, 4, 
5, 6, 8 
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We will ensure that students 
develop the skills needed to 
succeed in their studies via: 

• Evaluation of the impact 
of peer mentoring. 

• Providing students with 
the tools needed to 
engage in digital learning, 
e.g., equipment via 
financial support, digital 
skills training and support. 

• Provision of explicit 
assessment criteria that 
are both accessible and 
inclusive. 

• Pilot and evaluate new 
approaches to provide 
study skills training to 
support academic and 
assessment literacy. 

• Further exploration of 
methods for inclusive 
student engagement. 

• Development of personal 
student action plans to 
support the achievement 
of student goals and 
aspirations. 

knowledge to succeed and achieve 
their student goals and aspirations. 

 

Universal Design for Learning   

Continue to support and 
champion Universal Design 
for Learning principles as 
follows: 

• Continue to full adoption 
of the OU Inclusive 
Curriculum Tool, 
embedding inclusive 
curriculum requirements 
into OU governance. 

• Enhance student input 
into the design of the 
curriculum. 

OU curriculum is inclusive and 
student centred. 

 

ISP 2, 3, 4, 
5, 6, 8 

Student Induction  

Our analysis tells us first-year 
success is vital to achieve 
positive student outcomes.  
The OU Induction Programme 
(OU Ready) will be reviewed 
and revised to address the 
barriers and risks to equity of 

Student induction meets the needs 
of APP students to support them to 
set realistic expectations of what OU 
study is like and to enable them to 
feel more informed, supported, and 
confident in their preparedness for 
successful study.  

ISP 2, 3, 4, 
5, 6, 8 
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opportunity faced by APP 
priority students.   
Assessment Improvements  

• Evaluate the impact of the 
new Senate approved 
Assessment Framework.  

• Explore opportunities to 
provide greater flexibility 
on assessment to support 
students with complex 
lives. 

• Review and address 
reported inconsistencies 
in the application of 
assessment extensions. 

• Evaluate the approach to 
supporting academic 
integrity.  

Potential assessment improvements 
reviewed, and if appropriate piloted 
to gather evidence of impact before 
further implementation. 

 

ISP 2, 3, 4, 
5, 6, 8 

Investment The annual budget assigned to support activities to address risks to 
equity of Continuation and Completion is £2,100,000; this includes 
£300k to spend on Research and Evaluation. 

Evidence base and 
rationale 

Qualitative evidence has shown that we need to do more to support 
students to grow both academic and assessment literacy with the focus 
being on induction and the first year of study. 

Students disclosing a mental health difficulty are more likely (~20%) to 
drop out during their study. 

Removing final assessments narrowed the awarding gaps for our APP 
groups by 0.9-2.6pp.  Students with a disability particularly benefitted. 

Remote exams can be associated with narrower pass rate awarding 
gaps for key APP demographic groups (~4% reduction for Black/White 
awarding gap). 

Students who pass are almost twice as likely to return to the next year of 
study.  Improvements in pass and return rates in year 1 could result in an 
uplift in continuation of 3.3pp and completion rates of 4.4pp, suggesting 
that if we focus on supporting students through their first year, their 
chances of completing improve significantly. 

Although there is some evidence to suggest that peer mentoring is 
associated with positive impacts for students18, most outcomes have 
been mixed and research tends not to be causal.  Positive correlation 
could be due to biases of self-selection associated with greater 
engagement and participation being an indicator of future success.  
Therefore, we would like to undertake some Type 3 causative studies into 
the impact of peer mentoring. 

 
18 Hryciw, D. H., Tangalakis, K., Supple, B., & Best, G. (2013). Evaluation of a Peer Mentoring Program for a Mature Cohort of 
First-Year Undergraduate Paramedic Students. Advances in Physiology Education, 37(1), 80-84. doi: 
10.1152/advan.00129.2012. 
 

https://journals.physiology.org/doi/full/10.1152/advan.00129.2012
https://journals.physiology.org/doi/full/10.1152/advan.00129.2012
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Two significant predictors of plagiarism practices among university 
students were identified as the understanding of plagiarism and the 
understanding of the university-wide plagiarism policy.19 

 

Intervention strategy: Progression (ISP) 

Risk to Equality of 
Opportunity (OfS 
EORR) 

OfS EORR risks 6, 7, 8, 9 & 10) 

(Linked to OU EORR Risk 8) 

Objectives and 
Targets 

 

Reduce the gap in Positive Progression rates between graduates with 
and without mental health difficulties by increasing the Positive 
Progression rates of graduates with mental health difficulties from 
67.9% (2022/23) to 71.7% (2028/29). 

Activity Outcomes Cross 
Interventions? 

OU 
EORR 
Risk 

Research to understand 
barriers to positive student 
progression and impacts of 
intersectionality. 
Explore insights from 
intersectional data, including 
data on confidence and 
employment status for 
student with mental health 
difficulties including Black 
students (divided into home 
and international students) 
and students residing in 
IMDQ1. This also includes 
nuanced groups within these 
intersections e.g., care-
experienced students. 

• Barriers to student success for 
our APP priority group and key 
intersections are better 
understood.  

• Outputs are shared with internal 
and external academic 
communities. 

• Greater engagement with 
students and alumni is achieved. 

ISA, ISCC 8 

Linking study to 
employability skills/student 
goals 

• Research the assumption 
that tying study more 
closely to achieving 
employment goals will 
raise levels of motivation 
along with confidence in 
persisting and achieving 
those goals.  

• Be more explicit on how 
their study is helping 

• Students are supported to link 
study to their student goals. 

• Improved motivation, leading to 
increased rates of continuation 
and completion. 

 

ISCC 8 

 
19 SG Nabee, J Mageto, N Pisa (2020) -Investigating Predictors of Academic Plagiarism among University Students
International Journal of Learning, Teaching and Educational Research. Vol. 19 No. 12

https://scholar.google.co.uk/citations?user=tgQgO3kAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.co.uk/citations?user=98GqgeEAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
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students to achieve their 
goals, and support them 
to plan, review and work 
towards those goals. 

• Research into the impacts 
of authentic assessment 
on raising the profile of 
employability skills 
development.  

Support students to develop 
confidence and access work 
experience and internships 

• Work in partnership with 
employers to facilitate 
students participating in 
work-related learning.  

• Explore models to scale 
up engagement and 
enable more students to 
benefit. 

• Harness digital 
technology to track and 
support progression 

• Students develop work-related 
skills, knowledge and networks 
that will leave them better 
placed to progress on to 
graduate level employment. 

• Student progression behaviour is 
better understood and drives 
design of appropriate support. 

 8 

Investment The annual budget assigned to support activities to address risks to 
equity of Progression is £400,000; this includes £50k to spend on 
Research and Evaluation. 

Evidence base and 
rationale 

The real deal: Using Authentic Assessment to promote student 
engagement in the first and second years of a regional law program 
(informit.org) 

 

 SECTION 5 – Whole provider approach  

The OU’s mission, as outlined in the introduction, is expressed via an open-entry policy 
for all undergraduate modules and qualifications (except courses where the 
Professional Record Standards Body (PRSB) requirements demand a tariff).  In practice 
this means that, for most courses, prospective students register themselves (with 
appropriate guidance) onto modules of study and qualifications. It is an approach 
which has made higher education accessible for hundreds of thousands of people who 
would not otherwise have the necessary prerequisites for entry. Since our inception, we 
have structured our whole provision to deliver supported learning to students from very 
diverse backgrounds and educational experiences. Many will come to us with poor 
previous experiences of education, low confidence, and perceptions of being 
‘imposters’ in higher education20.  We now enrol and educate large numbers of 
students with significant commitments outside of study – for example, employment, 
caring responsibilities, managing a disability – and with multiple intersecting 

 
20 Parkman, A. (2016) ‘The Imposter Phenomenon in Higher Education: Incidence and Impact’, Journal of Higher Education 
Theory and Practice 16 (1) 51-60]  

https://search.informit.org/doi/epdf/10.3316/informit.867751399423857
https://search.informit.org/doi/epdf/10.3316/informit.867751399423857
https://search.informit.org/doi/epdf/10.3316/informit.867751399423857
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characteristics.  Enabling their success can only be achieved through a whole-provider 
approach, and our strategy and interventions are therefore integrated into how we 
deliver pedagogic support. 
 

Strategic alignment 

Success for our students with APP characteristics is a theme that runs through our 
mission, vision and values. Our APP aligns with the wider OU Learn and Live strategy 
which sets out that between 2022 and 2027 we will focus on delivering equity through a 
commitment to being anti-racist and culturally responsive to the needs of our students 
and employees.  Underpinning this, our Equality, Diversity and Inclusion Plan states that 
learning needs to be designed and delivered in a way that is anti-racist, anti-
discriminatory, accessible, inclusive and has a diverse student voice integrated into the 
delivery of our teaching.   
 
The OU’s Teaching and Learning Plan sets out our principles, ambitions and the actions 
needed to deliver successful outcomes for all OU students. This includes the statement 
that our module and qualification design is directly informed by insights into awarding 
gaps and that these are used to develop an inclusive curriculum and inclusive 
teaching practices.  An equitable student experience is paramount, and our students 
should see themselves reflected in their learning experience and curriculum content, as 
well as having their identities and experiences recognised as part of everyone’s 
learning. 
 
As such, we will:  

• ensure all aspects of hiring, professional development, and promotion 
address diversity, tackling and overcoming bias in our recruitment, selection 
and promotion processes and delivering acceleration programmes to bring 
through well-qualified people from groups currently under-represented in 
certain roles; 

• deliver our comprehensive Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) Plan to 
make change happen, led and informed by those with lived experience of 
inequity; 

• ensure that EDI objectives are evident in all staff appraisals and line 
management conversations so that accountability for change occurs across 
the workforce; 

• deliver a meaningful and effective allyship programme for all protected 
characteristics; 

• align our APP work with our key strategic priorities within the University, 
including our work on improving student outcomes with an emphasis on 
activities that are evaluated and evidenced;  our Teaching and Learning Plan, 
the principles of which inform and frame activities to innovate and improve our 
approach to teaching and learning, enabling every student to get the best 
experience; our Accessibility Programme Plan which provides direction for 

https://about.open.ac.uk/strategy
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activities required to allow the University to meet the Disabled Student 
Commitment and lastly, the Scholarship Plan which underpins teaching and 
learning with practitioner-led systematic inquiry, to enhance the impact of 
scholarship on policy and practice across the OU, supporting the delivery of the 
Teaching and Learning Plan, our EDI Plan and the APP;  

• deliver our Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy;  
• pledge to commit to the University Mental Health Charter and join the 

Programme, with a view to achieving the University Mental Health Award.  
 

Supporting students to access, succeed and progress  

We tackle inequity of student outcomes across the full student lifecycle. Our 
institutional Teaching and Learning Plan defines ‘enabling student success’ as the 
overarching focus and articulates how our teaching practice supports our students to 
achieve their goals. Successful teaching and learning practice is supported and 
developed as part of a system of activities, including induction, learner diagnostics, 
bridging materials, and peer and individualised support.  
 

Engaging staff from across the University to address inequity 

Our approach to supporting our students and scaffolding greater equity draws upon 
the expertise of staff from across the institution, building on existing processes to 
identify, drive and deliver institutional change.  

Specifically, our Access, Participation and Success (APS) Team has a responsibility to:  
• drive the University’s approach to the removal of inequity of student experience 

and outcomes;  
• establish and embed accountability and responsibility to ensure that 

institutional commitments within our APP are appropriately embedded, actioned, 
and resourced; 

• commission projects and scholarship to remove inequity; 
• support and facilitate the embedding of good practice to ensure a robust 

approach to activity prioritisation, activity design, data gathering, evaluation and 
dissemination;  

• promote communication and consultation regarding the achievement of 
equitable outcomes with practitioners, staff, and students, i.e., disseminate APP 
insight, outcomes, challenges, and successes.  

 
To achieve this, areas of student inequity are identified, prioritised and actions 
commissioned with clear lines of accountability. This entire approach is evidenced by 
data to ensure robust evaluation and enable clear impacts to be determined.  
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Institution-wide Scholarship  
 

The OU has a Scholarship Plan for 2024-2029, which aims to maximise the impact of 
scholarship activities on student outcomes and learning experiences, both at the OU  
and in the wider higher education community. (‘Scholarship’ is understood here as the 
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, which involves the systematic investigation of 
teaching and learning practices that is practitioner-led, grounded in context and 
conducted in partnership with students, using a range of research methodologies.) 
Each faculty has a Centre for Scholarship and Innovation. These work in partnership 
with each other and across all four nations of the UK, with strategic oversight provided 
by the pan-University Scholarship Board. A particular goal of the Scholarship Plan is to 
enhance the impact of scholarship on policy and practice at an institutional level, 
supporting the delivery of the Teaching and Learning Plan, the Equality, Diversity and 
Inclusion Plan, Access and Participation Plan and the University’s objective of achieving 
equitable outcomes in all four nations. There is an emphasis on ensuring that 
scholarship projects tackle the most important challenges faced by the University and 
are designed to deliver, maximise and capture impact with institutional support and 
commitment to integrate scholarship into learning design as well as teaching and 
learning policy and practice. 

 

Commitment to access, success, and progression at senior leadership 
level 

Formal university governance processes and structures are in place to facilitate the 
embedding of APS activity across the institution.  
 
The Access, Participation and Success Steering Group is chaired by the Pro-Vice-
Chancellor (Students) and has representation from across all four nations of the UK. 
The Group oversees the development and implementation of actions set out in the APP. 
The Group comprises senior representatives of units across the University who have 
committed to prioritise efforts to address inequity and integrate APS objectives within 
their annual unit plans. The Group is responsible for monitoring progress towards APS 
targets and influencing the institutional cycle of business planning and wider initiatives 
to achieve strategic aims. The Group reports into our Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion 
Committee which is a Senate sub-committee. 
 

How we will approach delivering change 

We will deliver change across the timeframe of the APP by: 
• raising the profile of equity of student outcomes; 
• driving a culture which promotes individual and collective responsibility to 

deliver equity of student outcomes; 
• having goals and objectives in the plan which give a clear understanding of 

responsibilities and actions relating to the eight key inequity priorities; 
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• using our data to identify and address institutional barriers which 
disproportionately impact on student equity; 

• using the priorities to drive action which has a positive impact on groups of 
students where our data demonstrates outcome gaps, particularly for students 
from the most deprived IMD areas, students with disabilities (particularly mental 
health difficulties) and Black students. 

 

Working with partners 

Our partnerships play an important role in improving equity. We work in partnership 
with further education colleges across the UK to address skills gaps, particularly in 
areas where there are educational 'cold spots'. Our work to identify these is informed by 
data on areas where there are opportunities to increase higher education for 
underrepresented or disadvantaged communities. We also develop partnerships with 
employers to increase access to higher education. Our collaboration with Uber is 
providing learning opportunities to their employees or family members, including 
undergraduate and postgraduate degrees, short courses and microcredentials. Many 
of the Uber employees studying with us were former asylum-seekers and this 
programme provides an invaluable route into education. There is a diverse cohort of 
students making good progress on the programme and the first intake graduated in 
2023. 40% of the students in the programme are Asian, 26% are Black, 19% are White and 
3% are mixed-race (12% did not share this information). The programme has won two 
industry awards, including a Guardian Education award, and we will continue to explore 
partnerships that will enable us to improve access and success for people from 
underrepresented and disadvantaged backgrounds. 
 
We are one of the largest providers of higher and degree apprenticeships in the UK. Our 
data suggests that the proportion of apprentices who share details of a mental health 
difficulty (3.6%) is significantly below the average for the University.  It is not currently 
possible to ascertain whether this accurately reflects the number of our apprentices 
with mental health difficulties, as some apprentices may be reluctant to share this 
information with an employer. We recognise that we have a shared responsibility to 
remove inequality for apprentices, as part of our tripartite relationships with employers. 
Whilst some of the larger organisations we work with have well established 
mechanisms in place for promoting and delivering EDI, some small and medium-sized 
enterprises may benefit from additional support. Inclusive practice will be incorporated 
into the Employer Handbook that we provide, and we will work collaboratively with 
employers to share good practice. 
 
The OU also provides higher education for students in secure environments across the 
four nations of the UK, including 150 prisons and 50 secure hospitals. Our data highlights 
that the proportion of Black students in secure environments (16.3%) is significantly 
higher than the average for the University and this reflects a higher percentage of Black 
people in prisons and secure hospitals. Support is available to our students in secure 
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environments, including access to the Mental Health and Casework Advisory Team and 
the Disability Support Team. A barrier facing our students in secure environments is 
digital exclusion and we worked with partner organisations within the justice sector to 
create a Virtual Learning Environment, so our students can now access their digital 
learning materials via the Virtual Campus. We piloted approaches to improving access 
to devices for students in secure environments and will continue to explore innovations 
in this space. 
 

 SECTION 6 – Student consultation  

Identifying risks to equality of opportunity  

In identifying risks to equality of opportunity (above) we examined our student 
outcomes data and the activities we currently undertake which promote student voice 
and inform our learning and evaluation. We have also considered what we have 
learned from our previous activity arising from the 2020/21– 2024/25 APP. Over that 
period, we have undertaken scholarship which we have used to inform the risks and 
focus of the OU EORR.  

We have tried to avoid being influenced by requests for support which are coming from 
groups which have the best networks and resources to put their requirements forward, 
at the expense of students who may be less able or willing to make their requirements 
known, but whose need may be greater. To ensure that we design our implementation 
to tackle the areas of greatest need, we have actively sought to involve marginalised 
students in the activities we have run and used robust analysis to seek to reduce bias in 
the results. 

Student involvement in the development of this plan 

The following are some of the ways in which students have informed our plan. 

• Student representation in producing lessons learned and recommendations for 
closedown reports of previous projects (throughout 2023). 

• Putting in place a framework for APP activities which is explicit about the 
requirement to include students within each 'project team' so that student voice 
informs and shapes our approach to each project, such that students can co-
design each 'intervention'. 

• Two sessions with our five student consultants to develop the OU EORR (July 
2023) and further review of the draft (March 2024). 

• Two sessions with six students from the Disabled Students Group and the OU 
Students Association (September 2023). 

• Draft sharing and involvement of student representatives in our APP Working 
Group and Management Group, and the involvement of the Students’ 
Association President on the Access, Participation and Success Steering Group. 
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• Two consultation events with 28 newly registered students run in conjunction 
with the OU Students Association to discuss registration, onboarding, navigation 
to information, advice, guidance, and support which resulted in redrafts of the 
plan (September – October 2023). 

• A networking event for Virtual Interns and Student Consultants included 
discussion on the OU EORR, potential activities and implementation (January 
2024). 

• Three sessions held as part of the OU 2024 ‘Student Voice Festival’: 
o a session on Race Equity included discussion on potential APP activities for 

Black students and intersectionality (February 2024); 
o a session for all students included a panel discussion with virtual interns 

and student consultants on APP priorities for student involvement 
(February 2024);  

o a session on how we can enhance support for students with disabilities, 
including mental health difficulties (March 2024). 

• Specific questions in our Race Equality Charter survey of students designed to 
support the identification of issues for priority groups (Black students, students 
with mental health difficulties and students in IMDQ1) and impacts of 
intersectionality (February 2024). 

• Students from the Student Leadership Team, Disabled Students Group and Black, 
Asian and Minority Ethnic Group shaped the draft as it developed by providing 
feedback, drawing on their lived experiences. 

• Bespoke session for students at The Open College of the Arts (OCA) as part of 
their Student Voice Festival. Following our acquisition of the OCA in 2023, the OU 
is committed to ensuring that OCA students are included in our decision-making 
around the APP. 

Additionally, we have reviewed scholarship activity with a focus on student experience 
and conducted insight reviews of activity across the University and the wider higher 
education sector.  

The benefit of student involvement  

We have received invaluable input from our students in developing this plan.  Students 
have helped us by: 

• sharing their lived experience; 
• sharpening focus on the hurdles and ditches facing underrepresented and 

disadvantaged students; 
• facilitating understanding the impacts of intersectionality; 
• simplifying the language used; 
• determining priorities. 
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Monitoring by students 

Students will be involved in monitoring our progress through: 
• representation on our governance groups; 
• annual reviews of progress against plans with the students involved in APP-

related projects (e.g. student representatives, student interns, student 
panels/groups). 
 

The OU is signed up to the University Mental Health Charter Programme and will get 
student feedback on activities to address the risks relating to mental health. Students 
with lived experience will be involved in planning and reviewing our progress through a 
series of conferences and online sessions, where we will review our progress towards 
both the Charter and the APP. 

Evaluation by students 

The APP initiatives will primarily focus on Type 2 and 3 evaluation, and all evaluation 
strategies will involve the University’s diverse student body, for example with 
quantitative data through surveys and richer, qualitative data through interviews and 
focus groups. 

A Student Evaluation Panel will be established, which will feed into the APS Data and 
Evaluation Management Group. The Panel will support the evaluation activity through 
the codesign of evaluation strategies and/or input to specific evaluations. The OU has 
joined Disabled Students UK’s Access Insights Project and the data on disabled 
students’ experiences will be used to benchmark and review the impact of activities. 



 
 

34 

 SECTION 7 – Evaluation of the Plan  

In designing our evaluation of the APP, we used the OfS self-assessment tool to identify areas of our approach that require 
strengthening. Overall, there is scope for improvement, as summarised in the table below. 

Area Key strengths Key weaknesses Commitment to action  
1 – Strategic 
context 

As a provider of online, distance 
education, most student 
interaction is undertaken online 
or via phone. This provides us 
with a wealth of data on student 
engagement and their support 
needs. 

We have an established team of 
data and evaluation experts with 
skills in qualitative and 
quantitative work. As a result, 
evaluation has been embedded 
into practice and is a 
requirement for projects 
receiving APP funding. 

Our existing approach brings 
together both our data and 
evaluation experts in regular 
meetings to discuss these in the 
context of our Access and 
Participation programme.  

A more consistent approach is 
required to support the 
development of evaluation 
design in order to drive 
consistency, improve quality, 
and ensure plans are approved 
before the initiative 
commences. 
 
The capacity to run Data and 
Evaluation Support Surgeries 
for the wider team has waned.  
  
Although Access and 
Participation is linked to our 
institutional strategy, our size 
and complexity can make 
coordination and sharing of 
outcomes challenging. 

1A – A formal approval structure will be put in place to 
review initiative designs to ensure that they are robust 
before they are signed off through governance.  

1B – We will review and amend the terms of reference of 
our Working, Management and Steering Groups 
accordingly. 

1C – We will reinstate and actively publicise Data and 
Evaluation Support Surgeries. 

1D – We will systematically provide APP delivery staff with 
briefings and support to ensure they understand the 
importance of evaluation and the approach required. 

1E – We will define common indicators of success and 
provide protocols, exemplars, and templates to drive 
a consistent approach. 

1F – Responsibility will be given to the APS team to have an 
overview of activity across the University.  

1G – We will utilise the APS Steering Group to de- and re-
prioritise activity to align with APP priorities and 
agreed practice. 
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2 -
Programme 
design 

The availability of robust student 
outcomes data which we can 
view by faculty, nation, Board of 
Study or at an aggregate level 
facilitates the provision of 
benchmarks against which to 
measure outcomes. 

The robustness of initiative 
design is not consistent across 
all programmes. 

We will focus on driving for a more consistent and robust 
approach to design by undertaking to do the following. 
2A – Establish expectations via briefings, information, 

advice, guidance, templates, exemplars, and support. 
2B – Move away from a large number of small scale and 

‘local’ initiatives to a strategy for investing in fewer, 
larger-scale initiatives. This will make it easier to 
manage and drive a project-led approach, with 
formal review and approval stages which align with 
OfS guidance. 

2C – Where we undertake work outside of the APP, for 
example in business-as-usual, we will upskill local 
staff and employ Stakeholder and Engagement Leads 
to promote a consistent approach by outlining the 
benefits of insight and evaluation. We will encourage 
sharing of insight and evaluation outcomes from 
these projects. 

3 – 
Evaluation 
design 

Expertise is in place to enable 
and support both Type 2 and 3 
evaluation. 
  
Reference is made to previous 
research, literature, current 
debates, and insight when 
devising new activities. 

Consistency and 
proportionality of approach 
needs to be agreed with all 
initiatives.  
  
Approaches to address ethical 
considerations and allay 
concerns around the Type 3 
approach are required. 
  
  

3A – Guidelines will be developed to ensure that the 
approach to evaluation is proportionate to the activity 
and will enable robust determination of impact. 

3B – Monitoring practices will be reviewed and 
implemented to enable initiatives and evaluations to 
be revised if required. 

3C – We will continue to improve in this area by moving 
towards Type 3 evaluation for all initiatives as a 
standard, but with the option to deviate where this is 
not possible.  

3D – We will provide guidance and support to avoid 
selection bias. 
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With our new focus on addressing institutional-level barriers to student equity, we have reconsidered the role and responsibilities of 
our Impact and Evaluation Team and reviewed the resources and roles needed. 

4 – 
Evaluation 
implemen-
tation 

We have well-established 
systems for data capture and 
analysis.  
 
Our size and scale provide large 
enough cohorts of students to 
enable statistical analysis. 
  
There are established processes 
in place to ensure that we 
comply with requirements on 
data collection, sharing and 
ethics. This is achieved via the 
review and approval by our 
independent Student Research 
Project Panel. 

We need to be more consistent 
and explicit in our approach to 
piloting, testing of survey 
instruments and pre-validation 
of tools. 
 
More detailed understanding is 
required to ensure that 
initiatives are appropriately 
resourced to undertake 
thorough evaluation activities. 

4A – We will adopt a project methodology to ensure 
thorough planning, resourcing, and monitoring of 
evaluation progress. 

  
  

5 – 
Learning 

Insight work which brings 
together understanding from 
prior research, piloting and 
evaluation activity is undertaken 
and referenced in the context of 
activity design and later 
evaluation. 

Improvement is needed to 
better enable the sharing of 
findings. 

5A – Better adoption of repositories for evidence.  
5B – Greater emphasis on sharing learning (both 

successes and failures) internally and externally by 
building plans for dissemination into the planning 
phase.  

5C – Engagement with the Evidence and Impact 
Exchange. 
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Our priority objectives and targets will be monitored and reported to the OfS, as well as to our relevant internal Working and Steering 
Groups, to ensure that a robust system of accountability is in place for implementing the necessary changes required to drive down 
inequity. 

Detail for planned mitigating action relevant to those risks which focus on contributory factors is included in the mitigation 
strategies, including objectives and measures as appropriate. 

The additional medium and low priority risks highlighted in our EORR will continue to be monitored internally, details of which can be 
found in Annex A.
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 SECTION 8 – Investment  

Further details are presented in the Fees, Investments and Targets document submitted 
alongside the Plan. 

Type of expenditure 2025-26 APP Details 

Access intervention 
strategy 

£880,000 Recruitment of diverse students plus new outreach/ 
pre-16 work. 

Continuation, 
completion and 
progression strategies 

£2,500,000 

  

Funding initiatives across the institution designed to 
meet specific targets outlined in the APP (see ‘Section 4 
– Intervention strategies and expected outcomes’ for 
more detail). 

Financial support and 
bursaries 

£4,200,000 Access Fee Waiver, plus carers/care experienced 
support. 

Research and evaluation £350,000 

(this is 
incorporated into 
the allocations for 
the other 
categories and is 
not a separate 
sum of money) 

Staff roles in data and evaluation, plus funding of 
cross-University research and piloting. 

Overall annual 
investment 

£7,580,000  

 

SECTION 9 – Provision of information to students 

Fees 

Information about the cost of study is presented via the ‘Funding your studies’ link from 
the OU website homepage. Our Fees and Funding webpage is accessible to prospective 
and current students. The webpage explains how our fees differ from those at campus-
based institutions and we publish fees in printed materials, such as the University 
prospectuses. 
 
Prospective students contacting our recruitment and enrolment teams are asked 
about their country of residence and are provided with the appropriate fee information 
before enrolment. If researching online, applicants are invited to choose the 
qualification they intend to study and the length of time they plan to study for. They are 
then presented with clear information about the cost per year, the total cost based on 
the current year’s fees, and options for funding that route – for example on the 
BA(Hons) Art History and Visual Cultures webpage.  

https://www.open.ac.uk/
https://www.open.ac.uk/courses/fees-and-funding
https://www.open.ac.uk/courses/arts/degrees/ba-art-history-visual-cultures-r27
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Continuing students are provided with personalised fee information when registering 
for their next module, via the StudentHome platform and module chooser. Alternatively, 
this information can be provided verbally by phone. 
 
Financial support  
 

To inform prospective and current students’ decisions about funding their studies, we 
provide a ‘Finance Finder’ tool which asks a series of questions and then provides 
guidance about appropriate options.  
 
Our Fees and Funding webpage presents new students with advice about ways to fund 
their studies, including paying in instalments with a loan from the Open University 
Student Budget Account which facilitates payment via manageable monthly amounts.  
For those looking for financial assistance, the same webpage provides clear 
information about support available from a range of funding sources. Eligibility criteria 
is explained in each case alongside information on what the funding may be used for.  
Funds which will benefit students in at least one and possibly all the three groups we 
have identified as being at risk of inequality of opportunity are: 
 
Access Fee Waiver:  this enables prospective students wanting to enter HE to study one 
Access module free of charge.  This equates to a waiver of £970 for students in 2025/26; 
future years will be subject to review.   
 
To qualify they must:   

• be resident in England; 
• have a household income of not more than £25,000 (or be in receipt of 

a qualifying benefit); 
• have not completed one year or more on any full-time undergraduate 

programme at FHEQ level 4 or above or successfully completed 30 credits or 
more of OU study within the last 10 years. 
 

Study-Related Costs Fund: this can contribute towards a wide range of expenses 
incurred through study and is available to both new and continuing students.  The 
following amounts are available currently and are subject to review annually:  

• for general study materials, such as pens and paper, a printer, ink, headphones – 
up to a maximum of £200 per academic year; 

• for compulsory module materials such as set books or a scientific calculator – 
reasonable costs will be supported; 

• for internet access, up to a maximum of £20 per month; 
• towards a new or refurbished PC, laptop or tablet, to a maximum contribution of 

£250 as needed; 

https://www.open.ac.uk/courses/fees-and-funding/finance-finder
https://www.open.ac.uk/courses/fees-and-funding
https://www.open.ac.uk/courses/fees-and-funding
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• for residential schools / field trips meals and accommodation fees - full costs 
are covered for students who have been charged these costs separately to their 
tuition fee, and amounts will vary; 

• for medical evidence costs, for example a doctor’s letter to support a DSA 
application, up to £50 in each case. 

 
To be eligible, students must: 

• be studying at least 30 credits in an academic year; 
• be actively participating on their registered module; 
• be paying a UK module fee (England, Wales, or Northern Ireland); 
• receive a qualifying benefit or have a household income of no more than 

£25,000 a year (or below £50,000 if applying for diagnostic assessment costs). 
 
Student Assistance Fund: this offers one-off funding for students who experience 
unexpected financial hardship during their studies. They can currently request up to 
£500 per academic year for costs impacting their studies, which could include daily 
living expenses, emergencies or changes in circumstances they were unable to plan 
for.  The Fund is subject to review annually. 
 
To be eligible for this funding, students must: 

• be registered on an OU module of 15 credits or more; 
• have started their module and still be studying; 
• or, having studied in the last academic year, be within one month of starting 

their next module. 
 
Open Futures Sanctuary Scholarships: these provide an opportunity for new, UK-
resident students who have been displaced from their homeland or place of residence 
for political, economic, ethnic, environmental, or human rights pressures to study for 
free.  Sanctuary Scholarships cover the full tuition cost of undergraduate study (£6935 
for up to 120 credits each academic year, for up to 12 students). Successful scholarship 
recipients will also receive a free starter pack of equipment to ensure they are ready to 
study; this includes a laptop with Microsoft Office, a laptop case, a keyboard and 
mouse, a printer, printer ink and paper (approximate current value £500). 
 
To be eligible for a Sanctuary Scholarship, applicants must meet the following criteria: 

• be a forced migrant to the UK and unable to access student finance by being an 
asylum seeker or a person resident in England and granted limited leave to enter 
or remain due to an application for asylum or an application made on Human 
Rights grounds (this category doesn’t apply to applicants ordinarily resident in 
Northern Ireland, Scotland, or Wales); 

• be ordinarily resident in the UK; 
• hold no existing higher education qualification attained in the UK; 
• be a new student to the OU and intending to enrol for an undergraduate OU 

module studying at a minimum intensity of 25% (30 credits) per academic year. 
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Open Futures Black Students’ Scholarships: this fund provides the opportunity for up 
to ten UK-resident Black students to study undergraduate modules and qualifications 
for free, covering the full tuition costs of up to £6935 for 120 credits per academic year.  
Successful applicants will also receive a £500 grant towards study costs such as a 
laptop, internet access and materials. 

To apply for the Scholarship, students must identify as being from a Black background 
of one of the following ethnicities: 

• Black African 
• Black Caribbean 
• Black Other 
• Mixed – White and Black Caribbean 
• Mixed – White and Black African 
• Other mixed background to include Black African, Black Caribbean or Black Other 

 
They must also meet all the following criteria: 

• be ordinarily resident in England and eligible for a UK fee; 
• have a personal annual income of not more than £25,000 (or be in receipt of 

a qualifying benefit); 
• hold no existing higher education qualification; 
• be a new student to the OU and intending to enrol for an undergraduate OU 

module studying at a minimum intensity of 25% (30 credits) per academic year. 
 
Open University Disabled Veterans’ Scholarship: this scheme offers veterans, disabled 
in or due to military service and often experiencing mental health difficulties, access to 
free OU education and specialist support.  This includes a full fee waiver of up to £6935 
for 120 credits per academic year, as well as wraparound disability and careers support 
services. 50 places were offered in 2024/25. 
 
To qualify, applicants must meet all the following criteria: 

• be starting OU study as a new or returning student; 
• be ordinarily resident in the UK and eligible to pay a UK fee; 
• be disabled as a result of, or whilst serving in, the British military and able to 

provide supporting evidence of this; 
• be studying towards an OU qualification or a standalone module.  

 
(Note: all Scholarship schemes are funded by philanthropic donations and their terms 
and scope are decided on an annual basis, depending on the funding available.) 
 
For all students facing wider financial challenges, the ‘Funding and finance difficulties’ 
section above and another ‘Financial wellbeing’ webpage (also on the OU Help Centre) 
offer budgeting advice and planners, and signposting to sources of support both within 
and beyond the University.  We recognise the impact of money worries on both mental 

https://help.open.ac.uk/financial-wellbeing


 
 

42 

health and learning outcomes, and the signposted services reflect that.  However, 
students are encouraged to make the University’s Student Support Teams their first port 
of call to discuss any difficulties.  
 
One of the priorities for our Enrolment Services Project is to streamline access to 
funding, including both fee support and other funding available, potentially through a 
new application portal. In the meantime, we are exploring making it easier for students 
to access Study-Related Costs funding by introducing an online webform. 

Finally, the OU Students Association has its own Fees and funding advice webpage 
which adds information about the OU Students Educational Trust, a registered charity 
operated by the OU Students Association where funds raised by students are used to 
provide one-off grants to students in financial hardship who would not otherwise be 
able to continue their studies.  
 
Taken together, this suite of information and support aims to address the financial 
barriers to access and participation which students within our APP target groups could 
experience. 
 

  

 

Publication of this plan 

Our Access and Participation Plan is accessible to prospective and current students on 
the public OU website: Widening Access and Success at the Open University. 

https://www.oustudents.com/support-and-advice/student-advice/fees-and-funding-advice/
https://www5.open.ac.uk/widening-participation/access-participation-and-success-open-university
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 Annex A - Further information and analysis relating to the     
identification and prioritisation of key risks to equality of 
opportunity 

Introduction 

Data analysed while identifying risks to equality of opportunity, and the subsequent 
design and preparation of this plan has included: 

• the OfS access and participation data dashboard and individualised data files; 
• the OfS National Equality of Opportunity Risk Register; 
• performance against targets in the previous APP; 
• future forecast modelling against previous and proposed targets; 
• output from internal evaluation work on initiatives conducted 2019-2023, in 

particular changes made due to COVID-19; 
• internal student data, especially related to registration and success on modules. 

All the internal student module data refers to UK domiciled undergraduate students, 
studying on modules at FHEQ levels 4-6. Whilst most undergraduate student modules 
studied are linked to a qualification, it is possible to study a stand-alone module and, in 
2021/22, approximately 13.7% of our new students intended to do so. 

Risks pertaining to Access 

Analysis of OU undergraduate part-time entrant data from all four UK nations over six 
academic years (2016/17–2021/22) reveals 88.9% were White whilst for the OU in 
England 86.6% were White. Data published by the OfS for England’s part-time 
undergraduate sector, excluding the OU for the same period, shows 82.7% of entrants 
were White, indicating the OU had less diversity amongst the ethnicities of its entrants.  

Historically the OU has had targets to increase the proportion of its entrants who are 
Black in order to improve diversity. However, despite growth in the numbers of Black 
entrants, the proportions have not seen much change due to the significantly larger 
number of White entrants overall and have remained lower than the proportions seen 
across the rest of England’s part-time undergraduate sector. 
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Risks pertaining to module pass rates  

Intersectional analysis of a variety of declared and postcode-derived characteristics 
shows that undergraduate students in areas of relatively high deprivation (IMDQ1), 
Black students and students who have shared that they have mental health difficulties 
have module pass rates that are consistently lower than the institutional average. 

As illustrated in the heatmap below, these trends are consistent across the 
intersections. No matter the additional intersecting demographic, students from IMDQ1, 
Black students and students who have shared that they have mental health difficulties 
have module pass rates lower than other students with that additional demographic. 
This intersectional analysis has been done at other stages of the student journey; split 
by UK nation; and split by faculty of study. Whilst there is nuance to the findings in some 
of these splits, the main patterns of inequity as described above can be seen across all 
characteristics. 
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Conditional colour coding applied to show the highest and lowest module pass rates per row. 

NB: the above is a curated list of the intersections that were analysed which produced 14,000+ data points. 
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The differences in module pass rates are one form of inequity experienced by students in these prioritised groups throughout their 
study journey. As is illustrated below, inequity in student retention can be observed from ‘Registered at day 14 (first fee liability point)’ 
through to the number of students who passed their module and either returned to study in the subsequent academic year or 
achieved their qualification (note that students who did not pass their module but did return for subsequent study are not included 
in the graph below). Inequity is compounded when students are in an intersection of more than one of these prioritised groups. 

 

Pass rates have been chosen as the primary measure of student success, as they encompass the outcome of all stages prior to pass, 
and they directly relate to the achievement of a qualification by our students but are a timelier measure. 
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Risks pertaining to positive progression rates  

Graduates who respond to the Graduate Outcomes survey are considered by the OfS 
to have achieved positive progression if they are in professional employment, 
undertaking further study, travelling, caring for someone else or retired. As part of the B3 
condition of registration, the OfS has set a 70% threshold for the positive progression 
rates of graduates who studied part-time. 

Analysis of 4-year (2017/18-2020/21) aggregated progression rates revealed that our 
graduates with mental health difficulties had a rate (67.9%) beneath this threshold, 
unlike the rest of the part-time higher education sector (73.4%). They were the only OU 
graduate demographic group with significant numbers of students with a progression 
rate below the threshold. 

 

Source: The OfS access and participation data dashboard. NB: this data excludes 
graduates who had other disabilities alongside their mental health difficulties, as the 
OfS groups these individuals in a separate ‘multiple impairments’ category. 

Additional risks 

There are other risks which we could have considered. The table below shows selected 
key issues identified and explains why these risks were not prioritised for the APP. These 
risks will remain on the OU EORR, prioritised currently as either medium or low priority, 
but subject to regular review. 

 

67.9% 71.1% 73.4%

Open University (OU) Part-time HE sector inc.
OU

Part-time HE sector exc.
OU

4-Year Aggregated Positive Progression Rates

Graduates with Mental Health conditions, challenges or disorders

70% Positive Progression Threshold
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Examples of medium to low priority OU 
EORR risks 

Rationale for lower-level prioritisation 

Inequity amongst outcomes for Black 
students post-graduation. 
(Positive progression.) 

The positive progression rate for our Black graduates who 
studied part-time for their first degree is 70.8% compared to 
77.8% for White graduates (2017/18-2020/21). For the same 
period, the part-time HE sector (excluding the OU) had a 
positive progression rate for Black graduates of 
approximately 80.8% and 88.5% for White graduates.  
However, our rate is above the OfS’ B3 70% threshold and 
other demographic groups have lower rates, such as 67.9% 
for our graduates with mental health difficulties. Therefore, for 
the reasons outlined, we do not consider this to be a high 
priority risk.  

Inequity within student success for 
students residing in IMDQ1. 
(Percentage to Pass at grades 1 and 2.) 

This gap has widened over the past two years. However, the 
difference is less stark than the Black/White pass rate gap at 
grades 1 and 2. 
 
The five-year (2018/19 – 2022/23) average rate for students in 
IMDQ1 who passed FHEQ level 5/6 modules and achieved a 
first or upper second classification was 53.5%. Students in Q5 
had a higher success rate of 67.2%, equating to an awarding 
gap of 13.7pp. This inequity is seen at the qualification level 
where the five-year (2017/18 – 2021/22) average rate of part-
time undergraduate students in IMDQ1 achieving a first or 
upper second classification was 47.6%, whilst the rate for 
IMDQ5 students was 17.4pp higher at 65.0%.  
 
However, greater inequity at these levels exists between other 
student groups, i.e., Black and White students, so they have 
been given a higher priority at this time. 

Inequity within student success for 
Asian students. 
(Percentage to Pass at grades 1 and 2.) 

The five-year (2018/19 – 2022/23) average for Asian students 
who passed level FHEQ level 5/6 modules and achieved a first 
or upper second classification was 49.8%, compared to 63.2% 
for White students. We see this inequity at the qualification 
level where the 5-year (2017/18 – 2021/22) average for our 
Asian part-time undergraduate students who achieved a first 
or upper second classification was 44.5%, compared to 60.8% 
for White students.  
 
This 16.3pp awarding gap is narrower than the 18.8pp gap 
seen in the part-time sector (excluding the OU) and greater 
inequity exists between the OU’s Black and White students 
(see page 7), hence the reason we do not consider this to be 
a high priority risk. 
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Focus on undergraduates detracts 
from improving awarding gaps and 
retention rates for postgraduate 
students. 

The OU UK undergraduate population has been on average 16 
times larger than our postgraduate taught population over 
the 5-year period (2018/19 – 2022/23). Looking at different 
study levels reveals the number of people registered on level 
4 undergraduate modules on average over the same period 
was more than eight times the size of the postgraduate 
taught population alone. Therefore, inequity at the 
undergraduate level has been prioritised at this time.  
 
Postgraduate taught awarding gaps, student demographic 
diversity, representation and retention will be monitored, and 
the prioritisation level adjusted if necessary. 

Students do not have sufficient digital 
skills or access to technology to study 
successfully. 
 

Students may underestimate the need for suitable IT 
equipment and internet connections, and how to make use of 
these, for successful distance-learning study (in most cases 
we do make planned adjustments, but the impacts on how 
students can study may not be apparent at first registration). 
 
Students from APP groups are disproportionately represented 
in IMDQ1 and Q2. For example, over the past five academic 
years (2018/19 – 2022/23), 44.7% of our UK undergraduate 
students who shared that they have a disability and 56.6% of 
students with known ethnicities other than White were in 
IMDQ1 and Q2. Our research has shown that students in these 
areas may be more likely to experience digital exclusion due 
to inadequate access to the digital equipment needed to 
engage with our study materials. 
 
However, the work of the OU Digital Inclusion project has made 
some headway in addressing these concerns.  The enrolment 
process includes diagnostics to identify students’ needs and 
enhancements have been made to how we signpost help and 
support.  Funding for digital inclusion is more flexible and 
information about digital skills more prominent. Prompts 
about digital inclusion have been added to the Inclusive 
Curriculum Tool.  Digital inclusion principles are to be 
embedded across the OU to ensure that services and 
processes do not disadvantage those in digital poverty, e.g. 
with intermittent internet access.  ICT Starter Kits will be piloted 
on Access courses in 2025 to establish if this is more effective 
than funding through the Study Related Costs Fund. Therefore, 
this will not be prioritised as a high priority risk at this time. 
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 Annex B: Further information supporting the intervention 
strategies 

Access 

Working in partnership with others to raise outcomes and access university 

As articulated earlier, the OU’s mission and vision is to support adults who may not 
have had the opportunity or aspiration to attend HE earlier in life.  We believe that 
successful study by adults in positions of influence provides role models for young 
people, thereby supporting pre-16 outcomes. Many of our students are parents, carers 
or significant adults, and achieving with the University means they can inspire a young 
person.  The adult learner will themselves be in a better position to demystify HE study 
and support the young person as they consider, then apply to, and finally enter HE.  
Many adults have said a significant driver for their own study is to provide a positive 
example to their children.    

Raising outcomes through our curriculum offer 

We offer free resources and accredited modules and programmes in the fields of 
education, child development, mental health and teaching online that support 
students to gain a sound foundation of further study relevant to a range of roles within 
education.  

Support for teachers and schools  

The OU works to raise pre-16 outcomes and the aspirations of young people through its 
support of teachers and schools. 

Our partnership with the Ogden Trust aims to increase the uptake of physics post-16 by 
supporting physics education and engagement for young people aged 4- to 18 years 
old, particularly those in under-represented groups. The Trust supports schools, 
teachers, projects, and programmes that are committed to enhancing physics 
teaching and learning.   

OU research has inspired the Reading for Pleasure coalition, involving a range of 
partners including the UK Literacy Association. Over the last seven years, the movement 
has fostered over 300 Teacher Reading Groups, supporting a community of teachers, 
librarians, teaching assistants and literacy coordinators.   We train and support the 
leaders of these groups that reach approximately 7,000 members, who in turn have 
shaped the lives of an estimated 180,000 children. The programme enables schools to 
build a rich reading culture and curricula that will impact children’s life chances.  

The University also supports the Reading Schools Programme: Building a Culture of 
Reading, which is aligned to the National Curriculum and the new Reading Framework 
(Department for Education, 2021). Working with the Department for Education, we have 
trained 170 literacy specialists in the English Hub schools on fostering a love of reading. 
These senior leaders work with over 4,000 supported schools nationally.  

https://www.ogdentrust.com/
https://ourfp.org/
https://ourfp.org/schools-teachers/reading-schools-programme/
https://ourfp.org/schools-teachers/reading-schools-programme/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-reading-framework-teaching-the-foundations-of-literacy
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Our Street Law project offers a public understanding of law through workshops in 
secondary schools and community groups to promote a greater understanding of law 
and legal issues. 

Resources to support outcomes via learning and teaching  

The OU’s free OpenLearn platform and content supports young people, parents, and 
teachers in raising outcomes and aspirations in children under 16. The vision of our 
open access resources, on OpenLearn, YouTube, iTunes and Open Research online, is to 
break down barriers to education through free educational resources, addressing 
access, lack of confidence, and cost.  

The Children’s Research Centre (CRC) was established in 2004 to support children and 
young people to undertake their own research. In collaboration with national and 
international partners, the CRC works with diverse groups of children and young people 
in schools and community settings, provides them with age-tailored research training 
and then supports them to undertake original research of their choosing. To achieve 
this reach, the CRC works with organisations and practitioners across many different 
contexts spanning education, health and social care and is creating a practitioner 
toolkit to be promoted to schools nationally. 

Raising attainment in partnership with the BBC 

The OU’s and BBC’s respective partnership strategies are aligned to include a focus on 
younger adult audiences with content that resonates with a pre-16 age group, 
consumed on devices commonly used by that cohort. We extensively commission short 
videos/animations with BBC Ideas, published under an OU playlist. This platform is 
aimed at younger audiences. 

Working with colleagues in the sector 

We believe in advancing the widening participation project across the sector, and we 
work closely with colleagues in other higher education providers. We are a co-founder 
and convenor of the Access and Participation Plan Special Interest Group within the 
Forum for Access and Continuing Education (FACE) network. The Group provides a 
space for institutional leads responsible for widening participation to share findings, 
best practices and approaches to supporting students from underrepresented groups. 
Over the course of this plan, the Group will be working collaboratively to provide peer 
support and professionalisation opportunities whilst advocating for widening 
participation nationally.    

Access courses   

Our Access courses support students to build confidence and prepare for study at FHEQ 
level 4. Our analysis of the data demonstrates that, like for like, students who study 
Access courses achieve greater success in subsequent undergraduate study than 
equivalent students who enter directly into undergraduate study21.  In the 2020/21 
academic year, when comparing the performance of students with Black, Asian, and 

 
21 Access Board of Studies.  Access Periodic Quality Review, Self-Evaluation Document, May 2022 

https://www.open.ac.uk/open-justice/public-understanding-law/street-law-projects
https://www.open.edu/openlearn/
https://wels.open.ac.uk/research/childrens-research-centre
https://www.bbc.co.uk/ideas/playlists/made-in-partnership-with-the-open-university
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Minority Ethnic backgrounds studying modules at FHEQ level 4, there was a 9.14% 
improvement in the pass rate for those who had previously studied an Access module 
when compared to those with the same characteristics who had not previously studied 
an Access module. The improvement in pass rate seen for students from areas of 
disadvantage was even wider at 17.06%, demonstrating the positive impact of our 
Access provision.  In the 2023/24 academic year we have 4,500 students studying our 
Access modules. 

Access fee waiver 

82% of UK-domiciled students studying an Access course in 2023/24 received a full fee 
waiver (approximately 3300 students). The provision of an Access fee waiver for 
students on low incomes reduces the financial risk of engagement and acts as a 
positive encouragement for students who have not had previous good experiences of 
education, or who have not studied for a long time. 

Our evaluation of the impact of the fee waiver on eligible students has suggested that 
this has substantially affected decisions to register on an Access module (at least for 
our survey and interview participants). Analysis of student records has consistently 
shown that Access students (who complete) do better at level 1 than other level 1 
students. Interviews with recipients of the fee waiver provided evidence that the Access 
course helped participants in the following ways: 

 
Feel prepared for future study -  

o Confidence with OU systems (StudentHome, Adobe, assignment 
submission) 

o  Reduced worry and stress enabling focus on study 
Know how to study - 

o Study skills: e.g. essay writing, note taking 
o Time management 

Decide what to study - 
o By refining or clarifying study choices 

 
In the period of the 2025/6 – 2028/9 APP, we will be conducting further evaluations of 
the Access fee waiver to attempt to differentiate its impact from the impact of 
participating on the Access Course, and to ensure that the fee waiver is being targeted 
appropriately to ensure maximum impact. 
 
Pre-study skills support 

Internal data analysis demonstrates that first-year success is vital to achieve positive 
student outcomes: students who pass their first year are almost twice as likely to return 
to the next year of study. Our evidence shows that students who engage before their 
course start with the OU’s VLE and resources designed to facilitate preparedness such 
as the OpenLearn Badged Open Course, Being an OU Student, are around 10% more 
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likely to complete and pass their first course and progress to further study when 
compared to non-engagers. 
 
To enhance support for students at this critical point in their student journey, three new 
strands of work have recently started.  

• Structured Induction: in a move to consolidate and develop a more equitable 
and consistent approach to induction, enabling students to feel informed, 
supported, and confident in their preparedness for study, ‘OU Ready’ will offer a 
more structured induction experience. OU Ready is a new 18-hour induction 
available to students from 6 weeks before module start. It is currently in pilot on 
seven large modules, and we aim to make it available to all new students soon. 
The findings of the OU Ready pilot will contribute to its enhancement and rollout 
to more new students, with the ambition of 75% taking the induction programme 
by 2025/26. Planned changes for the next iteration include digital badging of the 
resource, to incentivise and facilitate engagement measures, and work with 
colleagues to align induction events and activities within the specified induction 
window. Evidence will inform the decision as to whether we mandate induction 
for all new students.  

• Access to level 4: although students who study Access and then go on to FHEQ 
level 4 perform, on average, 11% better than their direct entrant equivalents 
(analysis of pass rates at FHEQ level 4 between 2015/16 and 2020/21). 
Approximately 75% (3000) of students complete and pass Access and continue 
their studies to FHEQ 4. This strand of activity will seek to address operational 
challenges within the current student journey which make continuation difficult, 
including access to finance and student support. 

• Product strategy review for pre-level 4 products: this workstream will review the 
preparedness needs by audience and identify gaps in our existing proposition 
which may lead to further recommendations for new product development of 
our pre-FHEQ level 4 products.  
 

Study success 

Learning design 

The OU model of supported open learning is reflected in our learning design.  As well as 
pedagogy which is designed to be inclusive, we provide all our module materials at the 
start of study and make these available via our VLE. Students can therefore study at a 
time and pace which can flex around their needs, allowing them to reduce the pace 
when their health or personal circumstances change and to pick it up again when time 
allows. Studying at lower intensities over a longer period gives students the option to 
take breaks from study when needed. 
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All our module websites are accessible by design which allows students to use 
integrated accessible functionality and other assistive technologies. All video and 
audio materials come with transcripts, and module materials are also available in a 
range of formats including Ebooks (EPUBS), Word and .pdf versions.  Where students 
require additional adjustments to these, we offer specialist support ranging from 
alternative versions of module materials, where the teaching can be translated to 
offline study, through to loans of assistive technology.  In 2021 we responded to 28,000 
requests from students for alternative formats. 
 
OU study materials are produced to a rigorous standard by academic authors 
supported by large teams of editors and designers. We have developed an Inclusive 
Curriculum Tool to provide a framework for consideration of inclusion when designing 
and creating module materials. The Tool was co-designed with students and all new 
modules will be using it by academic year 2024/25. 
 

Study support 

Learning is facilitated by Associate Lecturers who provide personalised academic and 
pastoral support via synchronous and asynchronous tuition and regular formative and 
summative assessment, with in-depth individual feedback to enable students to 
develop their knowledge and skills. Each module has a tuition strategy setting out the 
schedule of synchronous learning events well in advance to enable students to make 
arrangements to attend, or if they are not able to attend face-to-face, to provide them 
with online alternatives at least one of which will be recorded. 
  
Most study questions can be resolved through regular tutorials, peer discussion, email, 
or one-to-one conversations with Associate Lecturers. However, there is flexibility to 
arrange additional tuition customised to the individual student’s needs, for example on 
specific topics, specialist study skills or revision support.  Students are also offered a 
range of careers support throughout their study and for up to three years post-study. 
 
Further support is provided by advisors in our Student Support Teams, and through our 
Mental Health and Casework Advisory Team and a Disability Support Team. This 
includes reactive support plus proactive contact (delivered by phone, email, SMS) 
tailored to the student’s activity on their module. User feedback enables us to enhance 
the interventions to meet students’ needs. 
 

Monitoring and evaluating progress 

We have an Early Alert Indicators (EAI) dashboard22 which is a predictive analytic 
modelling tool that aims to provide greater visibility of student engagement levels and 
trigger timely tutor support for students at risk of failing, to improve their outcomes. 
Institutional dashboards closely monitor the performance of cohorts of students on 

 
22 A replacement Student Performance Tracker is in development. 
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each module, and a rigorous internal set of quality monitoring and enhancement 
processes aim to drive and maintain excellence. To improve how we deliver teaching 
and learning, each faculty runs a substantial scholarship of learning and teaching 
programme, which encourages staff to develop their practice and learn from the 
successful outcomes achieved by their peers. 

 

Progression and employability 
 

The OU’s Student Employability Strategy sets out to continuously improve positive 
personal and career development outcomes for students, to ensure that as an 
institution we have a keen sense of shared understanding, ownership and responsibility. 
The strategy is structured around three themes:  

• enhancing student support and engagement 
• embedding employability in curriculum design, building on work with 

Associate Lecturers to incorporate goal setting and action planning as part of 
their teaching and learning   

• strengthening our employer engagement.  
  
These three themes are enabling the University to build robust foundations to support 
employability and to augment support where needed. Analysis of Graduate Outcomes 
data shows that students and alumni from Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic 
backgrounds and those with mental health difficulties experience the greatest 
differences in progression outcomes. We have focussed our efforts on developing key 
insights around student needs for these groups and identifying barriers to success. The 
most frequently cited factor across all groups is a low level of confidence.  
 
We are now undertaking the following initiatives to address low levels of confidence 
and other barriers to successful progression. 

• A 3-minute Check-in survey for all students identifying support needs and 
linking to relevant online career resources under the title Navigate Your Future 
Activity Pathway: this links to new digital workflows which prioritise students 
from APP groups for earlier one-to-one consultations.  

• Inclusive marketing communications informed by our insights and focused on 
individual user needs. 

• OU-funded Virtual Internships which are available in each faculty. These are 
organised with external companies, and the majority are taken up by students 
from APP groups. A review of participating students shows a 100% study 
retention rate following an internship.  

• Elevate Career Mentoring for level 6 Black students and those who have 
shared that they have a mental health difficulty and live in IMDQ1 area. This is 
a scheme for around 60 students who are matched with an employer mentor 

https://learn3.open.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=300840&cmid=146452
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across a 3-month period and are offered individual guidance from a careers’ 
consultant.  

• Microsoft Embrace Mentoring focuses on mentoring support for Black, Asian, 
and Minority Ethnic students provided by the employer Microsoft. 
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2025-26 to 2028-29

Provider name: The Open University

Provider UKPRN: 10007773

*course type not listed

Inflation statement: 

Table 3b - Full-time course fee levels for 2025-26 entrants

Full-time course type: Additional information: Sub-contractual UKPRN: Course fee:

First degree * N/A *

Foundation degree * N/A *

Foundation year/Year 0 * N/A *

HNC/HND * N/A *

CertHE/DipHE * N/A *

Postgraduate ITT * N/A *

Accelerated degree * N/A *

Sandwich year * N/A *

Turing Scheme and overseas study years * N/A *

Other * N/A *

Table 3b - Sub-contractual full-time course fee levels for 2025-26

Sub-contractual full-time course type:
Sub-contractual provider name and additional 

information:
Sub-contractual UKPRN: Course fee:

First degree * * *

Foundation degree * * *

Foundation year/Year 0 * * *

HNC/HND * * *

CertHE/DipHE * * *

Postgraduate ITT * * *

Accelerated degree * * *

Sandwich year * * *

Turing Scheme and overseas study years * * *

Other * * *

Table 4b - Part-time course fee levels for 2025-26 entrants

Part-time course type: Additional information: Sub-contractual UKPRN: Course fee:

First degree N/A 6935

Foundation degree N/A 6935

Foundation year/Year 0 * N/A *

HNC/HND * N/A *

CertHE/DipHE N/A 6935

Postgraduate ITT * N/A *

Accelerated degree * N/A *

Sandwich year * N/A *

Turing Scheme and overseas study years * N/A *

Other * N/A *

Table 4b - Sub-contractual part-time course fee levels for 2025-26

Sub-contractual part-time course type:
Sub-contractual provider name and additional 

information:
Sub-contractual UKPRN: Course fee:

First degree * * *

Foundation degree * * *

Foundation year/Year 0 * * *

HNC/HND * * *

CertHE/DipHE * * *

Postgraduate ITT * * *

Accelerated degree * * *

Sandwich year * * *

Turing Scheme and overseas study years * * *

Other * * *

Summary of 2025-26 entrant course fees

Fees increase to cover the costs of delivering our courses and services to students. Any such increase will take into account our staffing and operation costs, changes in 

government funding, and the current rate of inflation and price indices (specifically the Consumer Price Index (CPI), Retail Price Index (RPI) and UK wage inflation). 

Fee increases in England will also be limited to the maximum part-time tuition fee set by the Secretary of State for Education through the Higher Education and Research Act 2017.
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Investment summary

Yellow shading indicates data that was calculated rather than input directly by the provider.

Table 6b - Investment summary
Access and participation plan investment summary (£) Breakdown 2025-26 2026-27 2027-28 2028-29

Access activity investment (£) NA £880,000 £880,000 £880,000 £880,000

Financial support (£) NA £4,200,000 £4,200,000 £4,200,000 £4,200,000

Research and evaluation (£) NA £350,000 £350,000 £350,000 £350,000

Table 6d - Investment estimates

Investment estimate (to the nearest £1,000) Breakdown 2025-26 2026-27 2027-28 2028-29

Access activity investment Pre-16 access activities (£) £200,000 £200,000 £200,000 £200,000

Access activity investment Post-16 access activities (£) £240,000 £240,000 £240,000 £240,000

Access activity investment Other access activities (£) £440,000 £440,000 £440,000 £440,000

Access activity investment Total access investment (£) £880,000 £880,000 £880,000 £880,000

Access activity investment Total access investment (as % of HFI) 1.7% 1.7% 1.6% 1.6%

Access activity investment Total access investment funded from HFI (£) £880,000 £880,000 £880,000 £880,000

Access activity investment Total access investment from other funding (as 

specified) (£) £0 £0 £0 £0

Financial support investment Bursaries and scholarships (£) £200,000 £200,000 £200,000 £200,000

Financial support investment Fee waivers (£) £4,000,000 £4,000,000 £4,000,000 £4,000,000

Financial support investment Hardship funds (£) £0 £0 £0 £0

Financial support investment Total financial support investment (£) £4,200,000 £4,200,000 £4,200,000 £4,200,000

Financial support investment Total financial support investment (as % of HFI) 8.2% 8.0% 7.8% 7.7%

Research and evaluation investment Research and evaluation investment (£) £350,000 £350,000 £350,000 £350,000

Research and evaluation investment Research and evaluation investment (as % of HFI) 0.7% 0.7% 0.7% 0.6%

            giving and private sector sources and/or partners.

A provider is expected to submit information about its forecasted investment to achieve the objectives of its access and participation plan in respect of the following areas: access, financial support and research and 

evaluation. Note that this does not necessarily represent the total amount spent by a provider in these areas. Table 6b provides a summary of the forecasted investment, across the four academic years covered by the 

plan, and Table 6d gives a more detailed breakdown.

Notes about the data: 

The figures below are not comparable to previous access and participation plans or access agreements as data published in previous years does not reflect latest provider projections on student numbers.

    "Total access investment from other funding (as specified)" refers to other funding, including OfS funding (but excluding Uni Connect), other public funding and funding from other sources such as philanthropic 

In Table 6d (under 'Breakdown'):

    "Total access investment funded from HFI" refers to income from charging fees above the basic fee limit.
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Table 5b: Access and/or raising attainment targets

Aim [500 characters maximum]
Reference 

number 
Lifecycle stage Characteristic Target group Comparator group

Description and commentary 

[500 characters maximum]

Is this target 

collaborative? 
Data source

Baseline 

year
Units

Baseline 

data

2025-26 

milestone

2026-27 

milestone

2027-28 

milestone

2028-29 

milestone

A significant increase in the 

number of Black students 

recruited, above that expected 

from population changes from 

1,131 (2023/24) to 1,391 

(2028/29)

PTA_1 Access Ethnicity Black The OU's EORR indicates that 

Black students are 

underrepresented in the entrant 

population when compared to the 

rest of the part-time HE sector. 

The proportion of Black entrants 

compared to overall entrants at 

the Open University in the last five-

years (2017/18-2021/22) was 

3.5% whereas in the rest of the 

part-time HE sector it was 6.4%. 

The university has identified a 

need to improve the early 

experiences of Black students to 

increase retention, as well as 

recruit more Black students. 

No The access and 

participation 

dashboard 

2022-23 Headcount 1074 1128 1162 1208 1256

PTA_2

PTA_3

PTA_4

PTA_5

PTA_6

PTA_7

PTA_8

PTA_9

PTA_10

PTA_11

PTA_12

Table 5d: Success targets

Aim (500 characters maximum)
Reference 

number 
Lifecycle stage Characteristic Target group Comparator group

Description and commentary 

[500 characters maximum]

Is this target 

collaborative? 
Data source

Baseline 

year
Units

Baseline 

data

2025-26 

milestone

2026-27 

milestone

2027-28 

milestone

2028-29 

milestone

Reduce the gap in module pass 

rates between students in IMDQ1 

and IMDQ5, by increasing the 

module pass rates of students in 

IMDQ1 from 58% (2022/23) to 

62.8% (2028/29)

PTS_1 Continuation Deprivation (Index of Multiple 

Deprivations [IMD])

IMD quintile 1 N/A Data analysis particularly shows a 

consistently wide IMD Q1/Q5 

module pass rate gap, with pass 

rates for IMDQ1 students being 

amongst the lowest seen 

regardless of other APP 

characteristics. Additionally, 

students from other 

disadvantaged groups 

disproportionately reside in 

IMDQ1 areas. Data source: OU 

internal module level data

No Other data 

source (please 

include details in 

commentary)

2022-23 Percentage 58.0% 58.8% 60.2% 61.5% 62.8%

Reduce the gap in module pass 

rates between students with and 

without mental health difficulties, 

by increasing the module pass 

rates of students with mental 

health difficulties from 54.9% 

(2022/23) to 63.7% (2028/29)

PTS_2 Continuation Reported disability Mental health condition N/A There are increasing numbers of 

OU students disclosing mental 

health difficulties (approximately 

1/8th of our students), with only 

just over half completing their 

modules. The submission of first 

assessments and module 

completion rates for students with 

mental health difficulties are lower 

than those seen for students 

without disabilities and those 

students whose disabilities do not 

include mental health difficulties. 

Data source: OU internal module 

level data

No Other data 

source (please 

include details in 

commentary)

2022-23 Percentage 54.9% 57.3% 59.4% 61.5% 63.7%

Targets



Reduce the gap in module pass 

rates between Black students and 

White students, by increasing the 

module pass rates of Black 

students from 56.8% (2022/23) to 

63.7% (2028/29)

PTS_3 Continuation Ethnicity Black N/A Black students have much lower 

module pass rates than any other 

ethnicity at the OU. The OU's use 

of final assessments, when they 

account for high a proportion of 

the module grade, has a 

disproportionately negative impact 

on Black students. The OU's 

EORR highlights that there is a 

lack of representation of staff with 

different ethnicities which may 

reinforce issues for students 

regarding a sense of belonging 

and a lack of role models. Data 

source: OU internal module level 

data

No Other data 

source (please 

include details in 

commentary)

2022-23 Percentage 56.8% 59.4% 60.8% 62.3% 63.7%

Reduce the gap in FHEQ level 4 

and 5 module pass rates at 

grades 1 and 2 between Black 

students and White students, by 

increasing the module pass rates 

at grades 1 and 2 of Black 

students from 36.9% % (2022/23) 

to 50.3% (2028/29). 

PTS_4 Continuation Ethnicity Black N/A The OU's EORR notes the widest 

gap between the awarding of 

grades 1 and 2 is between Black 

and White student groups, 

echoing the gap in the awarding 

of upper second and first-class 

degrees seen at the OU and 

across the sector. Data source: 

OU internal module level data

No Other data 

source (please 

include details in 

commentary)

2022-23 Percentage 36.9% 39.1% 42.8% 46.6% 50.3%

PTS_5

PTS_6

PTS_7

PTS_8

PTS_9

PTS_10

PTS_11

PTS_12

Table 5e: Progression targets

Aim (500 characters maximum)
Reference 

number 
Lifecycle stage Characteristic Target group Comparator group

Description and commentary 

[500 characters maximum]

Is this target 

collaborative? 
Data source

Baseline 

year
Units

Baseline 

data

2025-26 

milestone

2026-27 

milestone

2027-28 

milestone

2028-29 

milestone

PTP_1

PTP_2

PTP_3

PTP_4

PTP_5

PTP_6

PTP_7

PTP_8

PTP_9

PTP_10

PTP_11

PTP_12


