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What is NEON? 

NEON: Professional organisation for access to higher education in England

Background 

• Founded in 2012 with over 100 organisations (over 60 HEIs and HEFCE/UCAS/NUS/SLC etc.)/1000 
individuals as members and funded by subscription/event/project income 

• Professional Development 

• Access Academy & NEON Summits: over 500 participants in skills development work each year 

• Working Groups: Mentoring/Disabilities/Primary/Evaluation/BAME Success 

• NEON Awards – held in House of Commons 

• NEON Symposium – Annual Conference 13th – 14th June 2019 

• Research and Advocacy 

• Research e.g. ‘Does Cost Matter 1 / 2 / 3?, ‘About a Boy’: Outreach with white working class boys, 
Against All Odds: How universities can work with schools, ‘Degree apprenticeships – views from 
young people and parents’ (forthcoming) 

• www.educationopportunities.co.uk

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


What is AccessHE?

• Network to support social mobility through HE in London

• Part of London Higher regional organisation for HE providers in London

• 27 HE provider members

• 7 action forums – BAME/Part time/Care Leavers/Disabled students/Student 
ambassadors/Monitoring and Evaluation/Arts & Creative

• Research and Advocacy – Hyperdiversity work below, POLAR opposite: 
What widening participation to HE means in London (coming 2019), work 
with GLA on new skills strategy

• New forums and collaborative work on improving student outcomes for 
London – 2019 

• www.accesshe.ac.uk

http://www.accesshe.ac.uk/


Where are the progression gaps?

Widening Participation in Higher Education, England, 2016/17 age cohort – Experimental Statistics 



Where are the attainment gaps?

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/data-and-analysis/differences-in-student-outcomes/ethnicity/



The smaller outcome gap



How alternative/independent providers fare 
on POLAR



How they fare on ethnicity and age

• Only 23 per cent of students in the 276 alternative providers surveyed 
by BIS (2016) were under the age of 20 at the age of entry. This 
compares with 37 per cent in the publicly funded sector. 

• There was also a difference by ethnicity – 46 per cent of students at 
alternative providers were non-white compared with 19 per cent in 
the publicly-funded sector. 

• HESA (2015-16) FT UG – 66% non white in alternative providers 
(smaller sample than BIS study) 



Intending to develop new delivery based projects

Investing additional resources in existing projects 

working within this group

Intending to develop new research to better 

understand how to work with this group

Focusing existing projects to concentrate more on 

this group

No significant change in the work you are 

undertaking

NEON survey of 32 members in 2017



Examples of practice: Kingston University

• The University has adopted the reduction of the BME attainment gap as an 
institutional KPI and developed a value added score system as the key metric. 

• An Achievement Plan has been agreed, which contains key initiatives that 
improve the institutional evaluation processes, knowledge and skills of staff, and 
student outcomes. 

• There has been significant investment in staff training 

• The continued development of transitional programmes, academic support, 
extra- and co-curricular opportunities for students also form part of the 
achievement plan, as well as targeted mentoring and coaching to support the 
success of BME learners. 

• Participation is recognised through the Kingston Award and we are introducing a 
Centre for Graduate Excellence to develop a personalised approach to increasing 
and supporting student engagement.



Example of practice: Oxford Brookes 
University
• a new strand focusing specifically on improving the attainment and 

retention of BME students has been launched - the Inclusive, Multi-Modal 
Learning Environment Project. 

• It responds to the established need to further facilitate the implementation 
of inclusivity and its concomitant BME diversity in teaching and learning. 

• It aims to bridge the gap between theory and practice by enabling those 
involved in the design, delivery, assessment, evaluation, review, reporting 
and management of taught programmes to make increased and sustained 
representation a permanent part of what they do. 

• By increasing the visibility of BME/BAME figures and influences in academic 
knowledge, it hopes to provide BME/BAME students with a sense of 
belonging within academia.



Secretary of State & social mobility 

‘The latest statistics on destinations of sixth form and college students have 
shown that disadvantaged white pupils are less likely to be studying in higher 
education the next year than disadvantaged pupils of any other ethnic 
groups.

And, even though disadvantaged black pupils are almost twice as likely to go 
to a top third university as white disadvantaged pupils, they are both 
similarly underrepresented at the most selective universities, including the 
Russell Group.

We know too that there is great variation across regions of England, with one 
in five disadvantaged pupils from London, from this city, going to a top third 
university compared to only one in 17 from the North East.’

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/education-secretary-sets-vision-for-boosting-social-mobility



Education Select Committee – Higher Education 
and Value for Money November 2018 

• Degree apprenticeships are crucial to boosting the productivity of this 
country, providing another legitimate route to higher education 
qualifications and bringing more students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds into higher education. 

• We believe some of the money which is currently allocated by the 
Office for Students for widening access could be better spent on the 
development and promotion of degree apprenticeships and support 
for degree apprentices to climb the ladder of opportunity.







What does future look like? 





Questions to consider

• How can independent providers develop practice that influences 
sector? 

• How can widening participation performance of independent 
providers be better reflected?

• What should those in London do to prepare for hyper-diversity?

• What support do independent providers require to meet above 
challenges? 



NEON Summit 
Addressing attainment gaps in HE 

What can be done?
There are stark gaps in attainment between different groups of students. Research has often focussed upon the gap between certain ethnic groups and this 

has become a vital area for higher education institutions to address. More recently the gaps in attainment, and future earnings, for those from lower social 

classes has been highlighted.

This event will bring together practitioners, researchers and policy makers to discuss the importance of understanding these gaps and the steps that can be 

taken to eliminate them in the future.

Speakers include:

Nona McDuff OBE, Director of Student Achievement, Kingston University

Dr Ruth Ayres, Associate Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Teaching, Learning & Academic Governance), University of Derby

Sherria Hoskins, Professor of Psychology and Education, Dean of Science, University of Portsmouth

Professor Susan Smith, Associate Director, Centre for Learning and Teaching, Leeds Beckett University

Date: Wednesday 30 January 2019

Time: 9.30am start until 4.00pm

Location: Central London

To book please go to: www.educationopportunities.co.uk

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


• Thank you for listening

• To contact me about the presentation or AccessHE or NEON:

graeme.atherton@londonhigher.ac.uk

mailto:graeme.Atherton@londonhigher.ac.uk


Dr Graeme Atherton

Director, National Education 

Opportunities Network (NEON)



Peer Assisted Learning 

Dr. Joe Stevens

Senior Law Lecturer &

Sarah Bailey 

Deputy Director of SEWS
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About PAL



What is PAL?

• Targets traditionally difficult academic subjects

• Out of class, peer facilitated study group 

sessions for first year UG students

• Study sessions follow lecture

• Study sessions are open to ALL students and 

voluntary

• Study sessions are comprised of students of 

varying abilities and non-remedial

• PAL Leaders are not tutors nor do they give 

answers during sessions



21 Principles

• Is a methodology for learner support 

• Is facilitated by higher year students 

acting as mentors 

• Is participative 

• Is content-based and process-

oriented 

• Encourages collaborative, rather                         

than competitive learning 

• Benefits all students regardless of 

current academic 

• Gives privacy to make mistakes &                                        

build up confidence 

• Gives opportunity to increase         

academic performance 

• Is pro-active, not reactive 

• Targets high `risk´ courses, not  

high `risk´ students 

• Encourages learner autonomy 

• Does not create dependency 

• Integrates effective learning 

strategies within the course 

content 

• Enables a clear view of course 

expectations 

• Works in the language of the 

discipline 

• Challenges the barrier between       

year groups 



Benefits for PAL Leaders

• Develop key transferable skills, i.e. communication, 

facilitation and leadership skills 

• Enhance CV and develop further employability skills 

• Increase and develop own confidence and coaching 

skills

• Sense of achievement on seeing fellow students 

develop and grow 

• Meet new people and contacts through the scheme 

– Conferences, Local PAL Networks 

• Certificate of participation and reference on request



Academic Benefits 

• Workload!

• Feedback

• Student support

• Concerns

• Potential for research
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How we do it



PAL Scheme @ Bloomsbury Institute

• Identify high risk modules with Course Leaders

• Recruit students via VLE & academic colleagues

• Train PAL Leaders across all disciplines (2-day 

course)

• Allocate PAL Leader pairings and Academic 

Coordinator

• Timetable weekly 1-hour PAL sessions (to follow 

lecture)

• PAL Leaders promote sessions in lectures and 

Academics promote in lectures

• Weekly sessions go live



PAL Training

• 2-day course (mandatory) 

• Facilitation

• Boundaries

• Signposting

• Techniques

• Practice



Where we are..

• PASS/PAL Annual Conference 

• Leadership module – Development 

• Voluntary/Paid/Benefits

No of PAL Leaders No of weekly 
sessions

No attendees 
across disciplines

13 4 x 1 hour 158



Video
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Activity



Thank you

Any questions?


