
Why do we need policies for widening participation in higher education and can they 

achieve their aims? 

Essay 

The power to do good almost always goes with the possibility to do the opposite 

(Sen, 1999, xiii, cited in Wilson-Strydom, 2015) 

Introduction  

Debates around widening participation extend themselves to fair access and 

participation, but also to creation of equal opportunities to higher learning, individual 

aspirations to attend universities and further success. Indeed, widening participation (WP) has 

come into focus of many governments whose policies are driven by both local and international 

commitments to ensure involvement of underprivileged groups into higher education. A quick 

glance at the policy documents offers an array of initiatives to improve access and participation 

in higher education. Yet, the practices are far from the desirable. What research often shows is 

that despite heavy focus on the WP policies and practices, the socially established inequalities 

keep perpetuating. Main factors discussed are related to ill-conceptualisation of policies that 

mostly focus on increasing access, rather than widening participation; misrecognition of the 

target groups by viewing them as one-dimensional group of the ‘underprivileged’ irrespective 

of their identities and needs; disregard of prior achievements and experiences of the student 

groups. A legitimate question to ask is whether we need the WP policies at all if they are often 

argued to the preaching to the converted. This discussion will be the focus of this essay.  

The essay is divided into two parts. It will first review the main debates around 

widening participation in higher education. I will discuss how the discourses and practices 

work at three levels: governmental, institutional and individual. I will argue that despite 

growing expansion rates in higher education on a global scale, widening participation policies 
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carried out by the governments are co-opted by narrowly framed neoliberal values and fail to 

redress social inequalities. In the second part, I will discuss widening participation initiatives 

in Armenian higher education with reference to national education strategy for 2015-2025 and 

argue that the initiatives proposed under the strategy are driven by economic motivations at the 

expense of the social ones.  

What is widening participation?   

Although the literature does not offer a common definition for widening participation, 

it generally refers to ‘redressing the underrepresentation of certain social groups in higher 

education’ (Burke, 2012, p. 12). It entangles policies that ensure that students with less affluent 

backgrounds can get access to higher education and advance through its system. By and large, 

debates around widening participation interact with the concern for the purposes of higher 

education as a social justice issue against its economic goals (Kettley, 2007). Let us take a 

quick look at what both approaches contribute into the discussion.   

Proponents of one approach, Burke claim that widening participation is an issue of 

social justice (Kettley, 2007; Furlong and Cartmel, 2009; Marginson, 2011; Burke, 2012). It 

essentially means that social inequities persistent in the society should be acknowledged, 

remedied and reduced enabling equal access, participation and transformation for all layers of 

society. This conceptualization views higher education as an issue of social justice in a way 

that enables everyone to develop their potential and pursue interests unrestricted by socio-

economic disadvantage.  

The second approach is shaped by the growing dominance of liberal approach to 

education processes whereby development of a meritocratic system is the driving incentive for 

the society (Brennan and Naidoo, 2008). Economists would argue that increase in higher 

education participation would result in faster innovation and technology development, thus 
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boosting economic growth (Adnett, 2015). This approach is tightly linked with the instrumental 

and economic values of higher education, whereby global competitiveness, challenges of 

knowledge economy, high skills, employability are perpetuated. It builds on the 

commoditisation of higher education with the emphasis on human capital development. Hence, 

the role of higher education is brought down to a functionalist one, whereby the advancement 

of those who possess the qualifications for the labour market is justified in the society. 

To an academic dismay, the conceptualisation of higher education as a social justice 

issue is giving way to the neoliberal industry with its hegemonic discourses around meritocracy, 

human capital, global competition and employability. Academia is desperately voicing that the 

social values of higher education are being co-opted by the neoliberal, commoditized 

conceptualizations of higher education. To give a few such alarming signals, Naidoo (cited in 

Ninnes and Hellstén, 2005, p.46;) claims that the ‘conception of higher education as a ‘public 

good’ has become somewhat eclipsed by the redeployment of higher education as an industry 

for enhancing national competitiveness’.  According to Jones and Thomas (cited in Burke, 

2012, p.31), ‘the purpose of higher education is reduced to enhancing employability, 

entrepreneurialism, economic competitiveness and flexibility’.  

In view of these changing landscapes, policies for widening participation oscillate 

between two ends: on the one hand, they are claimed to promote greater social mobility and 

inclusivity, while on the other they reproduce social, economic, cultural inequalities.  

What causes such a swing in the policies promoting inclusivity and growing discrepancies in 

practical realities?  

Firstly, we need to make the differentiation between how access and participation are 

conceptualised within WP.  Access is defined as an entry door to higher education, ‘the right 

to attend higher education’ (Kettley, 2007, p. 335). Participation means ensuring progression 

of the students through the system and their monitoring. Although these terms have reshaped 
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over time, they still refer to provision of fair access through removing the barriers; and ensuring 

inclusive participation in higher education for all layers of society. Does this inclusion mean 

removal of the inequalities? We probably need to define the scope of ‘inequalities’, as in order 

to cure the disease with WP policies, it is necessary to identify its causes. Carpentier and 

Unterhalter (2011) offer a variety of dimensions for the concept of inequality. They argue they 

inequalities should be viewed as impeding both the opportunities and outcomes of higher 

education; and although they refer to this on a global scale, viewing WP as redressing 

inequalities at both entry and graduation levels is equally important.  This perhaps means 

enabling higher learning to populations of all races, classes, ranks, gender, cultures; ensuring 

their equitable progression throughout the system and academic achievement. But as Brennan 

and Naidoo (2008, p.299) legitimately point—is there enough attention being paid at the ‘end 

product’? There is, however, an unresolved issue here. Policies of WP tend to pick up on the 

ideas of proving fair access by removing the barriers that allegedly should enable equal 

participation.  However, as it will be discussed further in the essay, this is not exactly taking 

place. For instance, access is often measured through the gross enrolment ratio for higher 

education, which is argued to be an ill-measure of equal participation (Carpentier and 

Unterhalter, 2011). Admittedly, absolute numbers of participation of underrepresented groups 

are growing globally, but it is the relative rates that barely change. The underrepresented groups 

take advantage, but less so than their advantaged peers. Numbers speak louder. For instance, a 

study on UK participation rates (Crawford, 2012) notes an increase in participation from lower 

socio-economic groups growing almost twofold from 2005 to 2012. Yet, the discrepancy gap 

between the lowest and highest quintiles of socio-economic groups has grown too, reaching 30 

percent. And this is a global trend. Altbach (cited in Carpentier and Unterhalter, 2011) mentions 

that globally average participation rates have grown from 19 to 26 percent, yet the most-income 

groups have benefited the most. In Armenia, the case discussed below, the disparity between 
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the poor and non-poor population participation in higher education is as high as 62 percent (Orr 

and Szabo, 2014).  

What we see is the overreliance on the access and excitement with expansion that 

overshadows the intricate issues of student completion and achievement, retention and success, 

and eventually graduation outcome and potential entry into employment. It can be claimed to 

some extent that despite large financial support, expansion in higher education is likely to 

follow the trends of maximally and effectively maintained inequalities (Lucas, 2014). Even if 

the issue of access can redress the maximally maintained inequality, the effectively maintained 

inequality will still be playing a significant role, since the ‘socioeconomically advantaged will 

use their socioeconomic advantages to secure both quantitatively and qualitatively better 

outcomes’ (ibid, p.1652). In can be argued further that the increased participation rates may 

indicate the removal of quantitative inequalities between the socio-economic groups, yet the 

saturation of higher education in terms of getting better quality is still at odds with different 

strata of the population.  

These issues around WP form the basis for my further discussion, which I propose to 

carry at three levels: governmental, institutional and individual. We will see that 

representatives of all three levels admit (or even promote) the rules of the game in their own 

way. Hence, the governments follow the ‘capabilities approach’ (Wilson-Strydom, 2015) and 

portray WP policies as major drivers of economic success through increased participation rates. 

Universities, in their turn, are highly stratified structures that underscore the inequalities 

through admission policies, preserving traditional demographic and established cultures. 

Hence it is not surprising that individuals’ actions underscore these inequalities through 

acceptance and reliance on their comfort zones. I turn to look at each of these levels in detail.  

 Widening participation policies at governmental level 
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Governments across the world are making concerted efforts to boost participation rates 

in higher education. Driven by the goals of globalisation, competitiveness and efficacy of 

knowledge economy, the governments want higher productivity of an educated workforce, 

lower unemployment, increased labour force resulting in faster economic growth. As such, 

government policies regard intellectual capital as one of the most important determiners of 

economic success (Burke, 2012). The centrality of this is the ideology of functionalism, which 

is ‘premised on a belief that that all individuals who work hard and have the pre-requisite ability 

can succeed within a fair and democratic system’ (ibid, p.121).  

Hence, it is mostly argued that government policies on widening participation are not 

really focusing on widening, but rather on increasing access to higher education (Wilson-

Strydom, 2015). The trajectory of widening participation policies shows two main initiatives 

and underpinning discourses, namely, enabling fair access through removing the financial 

barriers and raising aspirations (Archer, Hutchings and Ross, 2003; Burke, 2012). Through 

these two doors, the meritocratic needs of the society will be satisfied, hence all who have the 

potential to benefit, regardless of their social background will have a chance to do so.   

However, what the governments fail to acknowledge is that widening participation is 

not about removing barriers, or rather not only that. In order for these policies to success, it is 

necessary, what Gorard et all (2006) call for, to look beyond ‘situational barriers’, such as 

admission policies, structural constraint, towards alleviating ‘dispositional barriers’ related to 

one’s motivations, attitudes and previous experiences. Researchers argue that strategies for 

widening participation fail to accommodate the complex ways of inequalities, students’ past 

experiences and identities, subjectivities and habitus (Archer, Hutchings and Ross, 2003; Burke, 

2012; Shah, Bennett and Southgate, 2015). Indeed, with all the observable and measurable data, 

we can only see the enrolment rates going up and that is what the governments are primarily 
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concerned with; whereas the issues of retention, completion, achievement and outcomes of the 

target groups are effectively neglected.  

This brings us to the second problem in WP policies of governments, that of 

identification of a target group (Archer, Hutchings and Ross, 2003; Burke, 2012). Policies tend 

to draw on groups that need to be empowered as ‘women’, ’rural students’, and ‘ethnic 

minorities’, etc. What is missing here is that these are extremely homogenized and 

misrecognized, and are viewed as binary. As such, exclusion of the disadvantaged implies 

inclusion of the privileged, so classifications made as elite/non-elite, male/female, black/white, 

participant/nonparticipant, and alike, restrain us from thinking outside this dualism and 

challenging the conceptualisations. These classifications offer measurable and observable data 

for governments, yet they fail to problematise the key issues that underpin social exclusion. 

What eventually happens is that when WP strategies are built on increasing the access for the 

underprivileged, female, ethnic groups, they reproduce the same power relations and 

differences earlier existent in the societies.  

The discourse of raising aspirations for engaging disadvantaged groups is claimed to 

open up opportunities for those with potential and tacit abilities through providing information, 

support and access to knowledge of higher learning. As Burke (2012, p.101) points, ‘material 

poverty and social inequality are reconstructed as poverty and inequality of aspiration’. The 

discourse of raising aspirations is largely critiqued for its reductionist approach. First off, 

questions such as whose aspirations, what type of aspirations, aspirations for what, remain 

narrowly defined, even discarded. Such discourse ‘pathologizes’ the targeted group as a whole 

without any premise to its plurality (Burke, 2012, p 104).  Aspirations are categorized as 

unequal and linear, mainly materialized as information, and academic support needed to attract 

non-traditional students. Factors, such as parental support, hot/cold information, prior 

qualifications, quality of the schooling are successfully ignored.  
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A major limitation of such reductionist policy approach is to view aspirations at entry level, 

while ignoring the transformations of identities of individuals as they progress throughout the 

academic process. At this point looking at institutional level will help understand how the 

academic progress plays out through institutional practices.   

Widening participation policies at institutional level  

Some authors argue that ensuring participation in higher education is a responsibly of 

higher education institutions and they should be taken in charge for developing policies on 

involving the underprivileged into universities(Brennan and Naidoo, 2008). However, matters 

are not that simple. Literature would argue that higher education largely perpetuates social 

inequalities and it is inevitable for the institutions to refrain from their academic principles and 

standards (Ninnes and Hellstén, 2005; Archer, 2007; Furlong and Cartmel, 2009). The same 

principles of binary notions are evident at this level: traditional/non-traditional, 

mobile/immobile, flavoured with power relations, discursively and structurally. The critique 

often refers to the traditionally well-established universities that enjoy higher hierarchy and 

encounter no problem maintaining their target demographic group.  Archer (2007) defines such 

a differentiation between the institutions in terms of mobility. She claims that traditionally 

prestigious institutions ‘are released from responsibility’ to engage in WP policies, which is 

often legitimized through government’s support activities and research priorities (ibid, p.640). 

Data often show that widening participation is more a priority for the lower class or newer 

universities, which tend to be more flexible in their admission policies and be engaged in 

attracting and retaining the non-traditional students. 

Externally, the WP strategies aiming at ensuring access and aspirations have been 

discussed as more measurable.  What happens internally is equally, even more than, important. 

Here, patterns of non-completion can be explained by a lack of academic and social integration 
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within universities – those who drop out tend to be poorly integrated, isolated and at odds with 

the institution. Bourdieu’s concept of the cultural capital is traditionally a powerful tool to 

explain these tendencies (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990). He would argue that the cultural 

capital of the socially advantaged groups provides powerful advantages in educational 

institutions based on their ‘fitted’ values. The isolation of the lower class students is viewed as 

inevitable given the powerful differences in habitus: ‘a set of socialized dispositions, which 

unconsciously incline people (agents) to act or react in certain ways in particular social spaces’ 

(ibid, p. 40). He described the lower class students as cultural outsiders, who found themselves 

in a state of double isolation, unable to fit into the culture of the institutions yet becoming 

increasingly uncomfortable in the working class home and community environment (Furlong 

and Cartmel, 2009, p. 80).  

Thus, the social inequalities are destabilized at institutional level and an argument for 

social justice is made that institutions should change themselves if they want to engage with 

non-traditional students. The legitimate question to be asked is whether these institutions want 

to change, or are more concerned with keeping the status quo. Furlong and Cartmel (2009, p.70) 

maintain that universities exploit class-based preferences and insecurities through their 

marketing strategies, hence running counter to their professed aim of widening access and 

protecting their preferred demographic.  

Lastly, let us look at how WP policies are recontextualized through individuals.  

Widening participation policies at individual level 

The meritocratic ideology is reallocated here in form of a narrative that highlights 

individual choice and inclusivity. Non-participating individuals are constructed as problematic 

or as lacking aspirations. This discourse is built on the deficit model whereby non-traditional 

groups are pathologized and blamed for unequal participation. We trace the same binary 
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notions: included versus excluded. Those being excluded are often regarded as ‘others’ (Archer, 

2003) and regarded as targets whose aspirations should be raised. So what is witnessed is that, 

instead of dealing with the inequalities at other levels, the blame is shifted to individuals and a 

quick fix solution is offered. However, what we see from research is that non-participation and 

self-exclusion has deeper cultural, social pitfalls. With reference to Bourdieu’s habitus, Furlong 

and Cartmel (2009) argue that the reproduction of inequalities through higher education is 

shaped by the choices made by students themselves as they seek experiences that work within 

their own comfort zones.  Students are culprits in a way that they help reproduce the social 

inequalities through preserving their habitus. More objectively, it can be argued that students 

may lack not only cultural, but also academic capital to achieve the aspirations.  

The perpetuation of the deficit model disregards not only the cultural capital, but also 

the subjectivity and diversity of the non-traditional group. Both of these notions are 

unproblematized and disregarded. Burke (2012) argues between diversity and difference and 

maintains that difference in social inclusion is constructed as controlled through standardisation 

and monitoring, and hence again, measurable. Interestingly, if all groups decided to participate 

in higher education, would widening participation agenda be considered as effective? As 

Wilson-Strydom (2015) holds, it is about access and success and it is the latter that has been 

ignored largely.  

Widening participation and access in Armenia 

I now turn to the case of Armenia where I would like to discuss the priorities of the 

government in increasing and widening participation in light of its new country strategy for 

2015-2025. I will review the policies and practices at proposed levels government policies, 

institutional practices and individuals. I will discuss that WP aims get reconceptualised in case 
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of a developing country of Armenia, and that the aims set in policy level get misrecognized 

once they transform into practices.  

Overview of the past and current situation of HE in Armenia  

The landscape of higher education in Armenia has undergone significant changes over 

the last decade. Carrying the soviet legacy and making its way through the challenges of 

internationalisation, the higher education system has undergone considerable legal, 

organizational and programmatic changes. Higher education had a steady massification 

showing up to 50 percent of enrolment in the country over the past 20 years (Orr and Szabo, 

2014). This was explained partly by the emergence of the private sector and introduction of 

education services by non-public institutions (Dobbins and Khachatryan, 2014).  

Seriously hit by economic recession in 2008, the sector underwent heavy cuts in public 

funding with only 2.6 percent of GDP. The state funding is mainly ensured through the 

allocation of free slots based on merit at the entry level and varies between 9 to 26 percent of 

public spending on tertiary education. Despite minimal public spending, the sector is tightly 

controlled by the government, is centralised and standardised (Kataoka, 2013; Matei, Iwinska 

and Geven, 2013). 

Recent demographic changes and mass migration account for the shifts in participation 

rates in higher education that went down 46 in 2014, compared to 51 in 2010 (World Economic 

Forum, 2015). Although the numbers are high compared internationally, it is the disparities in 

participation among socio-economic groups that have been alarming for academics and 

described as a major issue in the current Armenian higher education policy (Kataoka, 2013). 

Apart from the soviet legacy, current discussion on the widening participation policies 

in the country should be viewed in a context where the higher education system is driven by 

the principles of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), through the implementation of 
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the Bologna principles. Major structural changes, such as introduction of the three-tier system 

and ECTS, content reorganization, setting regulations for internal and external mobility  etc, 

have all been heralded under the name of the Bologna since 2005.  

It is in light of the above discussed that I now turn into applying to the case of Armenia 

the analysis of  policies for widening participation in higher education at the governmental, 

institutional and individual levels. I would argue that widening participation policies have 

misplaced the focus of support and target groups, and despite recent reforms in the direction of 

mitigating the social inequalities, the data prove the opposite.  

Removing financial barriers as the main policy for widening participation  

Education is declared by the government of Armenia as one of the prerequisites for 

sustainable development of the country, the preservation of human capital and its reproduction 

(MOES, 2014). Although provision of access has always been on the government agenda, it 

had mainly been directed at ensuring financial support rather than widening participation for 

the non-traditional groups. There is a need here to define the scope of the ‘non-traditional’. Per 

government definition, children without parental care, individuals with disabilities, children of 

killed or deceased military servants, rural population from high mountainous regions, children 

of families classified as financially vulnerable and ethnic minorities fall into the category of 

non-traditional students (MOES, 2015). It is a rather broad group. Yet, what will be discussed 

below is that government policies do not mitigate the risks for education access and 

participation for each of these groups. Rather, it is a narrowly defined strategy for overcoming 

financial barriers that potentially blocks these groups from participation.  

The rhetoric of widening participation has recently come into arena of discussion. The 

main reason for that is linked to increased attention to social dimension in the EHEA context 

first in 2009. By committing to social dimension, the policy makers meant ‘to reduce 
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inequalities for the underrepresented groups and provide adequate student support services, 

counselling and guidance, flexible learning paths and alternative access routes, including 

recognition of prior learning’ (BFUG, 2015). Driven by these commitments, the national 

government started with amendments in the legal framework that focused, unsurprisingly, on 

two issues: removing the financial barriers and increasing access for the underprivileged groups. 

Already in the new education strategy document for 2015-2025 the Armenian government 

specifies that as one of its goals is ‘to make higher education more socially inclusive by 

implementing the EHEA social dimension strategy’ (MOES, 2015). 

But the heightened international discourse on widening participation is reduced to the 

provision of student support locally. How does the government remove the financial barriers, 

given its minimum involvement into the higher education expenditure? With the introduction 

of Higher Education Funding Strategy in 2011, the needs-based support was first implemented, 

while previously all support was given based on merit. The debate here is, however, not that 

smooth. Evidence shows that despite the government’s efforts to involve underprivileged into 

higher education through financial support, this target group is represented disproportionally. 

For instance, the enrolment rates for the highest quintile of the young population are three times 

as high as those for the poorest quintile (AST, 2012). Evidence speaks in favour of students 

benefiting from merit-based entry to higher education, with only 16 percent receiving support 

and making it to the university, while as many as 38 percent qualifying for subsidies from the 

non-traditional category population (Harutyunyan and Tsaturyan, 2015).  

What the government policies overlook in their discussion is the pre-entry level that 

ensures equal participation and chances for all social groups.  There is only one entry door to 

all higher education institutions, which is the centrally administered national examination. 

Routes leading to the higher education are either through the completion of recently introduced 

high schools or through school-based vocational colleges. The reform of high school is of 
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particular importance here. Introduced in 2009, 109 high schools are unevenly spread out 

geographically, with only 7 being in rural areas serving as much as one third of the whole 

population. What research shows is that at university entrance exams graduates of high schools 

have better chances at entering university than graduates of secondary schools. Furthermore, 

the involvement of financially vulnerable students in high schools is only 9 percent (AST, 

2012). Hence, the differentiated system prior to higher education already determines unequal 

opportunities at entry level.  It is only logical that students from affluent background that have 

secured better prior learning achievements are likely to advance into higher learning.  

But the government is not the only one responsible for the widening participation 

policies. As part of the state controlled system, universities were invited to share this burden. I 

will turn to the next level to see how the practices are carried on at institutions.  

Lack of widening participation strategies due to institutional burdens 

Suffering severe public funding cuts in early 90s, universities had to sustain themselves 

by increasing the tuition fees (Kataoka, 2013). Dependence on fees as the main source of 

income forces the institutions to adopt the policy – the more fee-paying students the better. 

They attract fee-payers by tolerating a considerably lower threshold for their admission than 

for scholarship recipients, or by removing the threshold altogether (Milovanovitch, Ceneric 

and Avetisyan, 2015). It is interesting to note that the completion rate is almost 90 percent 

(Harutyunyan and Tsaturyan, 2015), and although it is a welcoming figure, it adversely speaks 

of the desperate situation universities find themselves in retaining the fee-paying students by 

all means.  

In addition to this burden, the new amendments in higher education law in 2014 made 

all universities to provide at least 7 percent of their income budget as full or partial tuition fee 

for at least 10 percent of students (European Commission, 2012). Although data show that only 
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about 1% of all students have received such reimbursement in the first year of the programme, 

their number is increasing (Harutyunyan and Tsaturyan, 2015).  

As we can see, practices of removing financial barriers have turned into enforcing 

institutional mechanisms for support. Yet, this in no way means widening participation for the 

underprivileged, since the only support universities offer is already for the entrants. As 

Callender and Wilkinson (2013) point out such financial support fails to increase participation 

among students from disadvantaged backgrounds.  

  Hence, we can see that driven by ensuring profit to sustain themselves in the field, the 

universities merely follow the state regulations without particularly being interested in opening 

up to the non-traditional groups. Moreover, they perpetuate the misrecognition of the target 

group of already privileged entrants, while at the same time clinging to their fee-paying 

demography.    

At risk population as the main target group at individual level 

We have seen earlier how the deficit thinking model played out at individual level 

pathologizing the individuals for having low aspirations or being less capable for university 

experience (Archer, 2007, Burke, 2012, Callender 2013). Interestingly, the deficit model is 

perhaps not best suited to characterize the discourses in the Armenian setting. I would rather 

borrow the term of ‘at risk population’ (Smit, 2012) to describe the discourses and practices at 

individual level. I justify this switch of terms by the cultural fabric of the Armenian society 

that explains the attitude towards education as a highly valued virtue. Hence, families by all 

means strive after providing one for their child in a society where being uneducated is a shame 

(Sprague and Sargsyan, 2014).  

Both the government and the universities would refer to the underprivileged population 

as being at risk, finding a fault with them because of the poor schooling, family background or 
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geographic representation. However, these two actors are positioned differently in directing the 

policies and practices towards the ‘risky’ individuals. We have seen above that the government 

offers financial support as the main remedy for them. With the universities, it is an intricate 

matter. Within universities, these students are met with lowered expectations and are 

considered pedagogically less advantageous throughout their studies. Knowing they can secure 

a place, non-traditional students make their way towards less popular settings where they can 

be more at ease and be better placed in their habitus (Archer, 2007). This student population 

will often find its way in universities that gladly accept students based with school certificates, 

thus removing the institutional barriers. In pursuit of any student demographic, these less 

privileged universities are cultural habitus for the non-traditional students from rural areas with 

poorer quality of prior schooling and lower academic achievements (Milovanovitch, Ceneric 

and Avetisyan, 2015). Their admission will be hence considered a success, although, obviously, 

no widening is taking place.  

What the above discussion on Armenia has shown is that although the aims for 

widening participation are high and are supported by the international arena, in practice the old 

‘business as usual’ wins. This refers to masking the WP politics by simply increasing access, 

mismeasuring the target groups, misplacing the focus of support at entry level and not going 

beyond. These issues are said to be problematic elsewhere in the world despite positive 

outlooks in growing participation rates. Yet, in a country with scarce financial and human 

resources, facing large migration challenges, these intricacies become ever more important. 

Despite ambitiously framed policies, the practices at pre-university and university level show 

deteriorating trends and need redress by policy makers. Without exaggeration, the fate of the 

country sensibly depends on its higher education (Matei, Iwinska and Geven, 2013).  
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Conclusion 

I have made this journey to discuss the main challenges for widening participation, as 

well as provided a case study for Armenia, where WP strategies get a different dimension. We 

have seen a bumpy road of transformations, where historically defined inequalities are being 

resisted tenaciously by societies, academic communities, governments and even individuals 

through their own choices. Driven by economic motivations to the detriment of social ones, 

governments and institutions pursue policies and practices that reciprocate societal inequalities. 

And interestingly, the individuals are culprits too, since in their majority they accept the status 

quo clinging to their habitus and rotating in the deficit models. Admittedly, widening 

participation in the focus of major policies internationally and locally has brought results 

through increases in participation rates, transformations of newer universities, etc. But are the 

aims of the WP policies being achieved? It was discussed that in their majority widening 

participation often gets interpreted as increasing access, with governments being concerned 

about enrolment rates at the entry level, while little interest is pursued about the ‘success’ of 

the non-traditional groups throughout their studies. In case of Armenia, we have seen how the 

financial constraints of the universities have determined the opportunities they offer for non-

traditional groups. The national government’s international commitments to expanding social 

dimension of higher education still have a long way to go against the ‘business as usual’ 

practices. We just need to make sure the policies are moving towards these commitments 

eventually.  
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