Higher Education Quarterly

| RESEARCH ARTICLE CEIEED

WILEY

Higher Education Quarterly

‘I Shouldn't Really Be Here’: University Students’
Perceptions and Experiences of Transitioning to University
With a Contextual Offer Admission

Charlotte L. Bagnall' ©@ | Lucy A. James? 2 | Yvonne Skipper?

Institute of Education, University of Manchester, Manchester, UK | 2School of Psychology, Keele University, UK | 3School of Education, University of
Glasgow, Glasgow, UK

Correspondence: Charlotte L. Bagnall (charlotte.bagnall@manchester.ac.uk)
Received: 29 July 2024 | Revised: 14 December 2024 | Accepted: 22 December 2024
Funding: This work was supported by Higher Horizons. And an acknowledgement to Ant Sutcliffe..

Keywords: adjusted offers | contextual offers | multi and multi-dimensional transitions | transition to university

ABSTRACT

Universities may offer students from disadvantaged personal or socioeconomic contexts a lower threshold for entry compared
to students from a more stable or affluent background; this is termed a contextual offer. Examples may include having a health
condition, disability or living and going to school in a less affluent area. While there has been extensive debate on how to enact
these offers, the experiences of students who attend university with a contextual offer have been lacking in the literature. In this
study, we interviewed five students from two UK Universities to explore their experiences of transitioning to university with a
contextual offer. Data were analysed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. Our findings suggest that students felt that
their offer had given them opportunities they would not have had, which not only raised their ambitions and expectations but
also negatively impacted their self-belief as many students worried about their academic abilities. Students also discussed how
their contextual offer had negatively impacted their sense of belonging, both academically and socially, at university, leading to
feelings of difference and lower self-efficacy; however, these feelings were ameliorated by knowing others with contextual offers.
Finally, students felt that there was a need for greater awareness of contextual offers to reduce stigma and ensure that others

could benefit from them. Implications for research, policy and practice are discussed.

1 | Background

Contextual or adjusted offers consider the context of an ap-
plicant's attainment. This means that Higher Education
Institutions (HEIs) may offer a student who has experienced dif-
ficult circumstances a lower threshold for entry to a course than
a student from a more stable or affluent background. Contextual
offer information is available through an applicants’ personal
statement, school references, additional admissions question-
naires, local knowledge of schools and colleges, and participa-
tion in outreach programmes (which signals that an applicant is
identified as disadvantaged before applying for HE as they have

met the inclusion criteria for targeted outreach). Contextual
offers are based on four levels: area (e.g., where the applicant
lives), school (e.g., if the academic performance of the appli-
cants' school is below the national average, or a small proportion
of students go on to HE), individual (e.g., if the student has a
disability, health condition, has spent time in Local Authority
care) and participation in university outreach programmes (the
most common contextual offer indicator) (Sutton Trust 2021).
The aim of the current paper is to explore the experiences of stu-
dents who come to university with a contextual offer to better
understand their perspectives. We root our discussion primarily
in a UK perspective but draw on examples from other countries
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to illustrate that increasing access to HE for underrepresented
groups is an international concern (Mountford-Zimdars, Moore,
and Graham 2016).

Fair access to HE for different social groups is a key challenge,
as ‘equal examination grades do not necessarily represent
equal potential’ (Schwartz 2004, 5), as ‘a learner who achieves
good grades in a significantly more challenging context, with-
out the advantages of a more affluent background, is likely
to be especially bright and well-motivated’ (Commission on
Widening Access 2016, 36). Thus, contextual offers aim to
recognise the context of the student's achievement and there-
fore allow admissions teams to identify applicants with the
greatest potential to succeed in HE. This links to the United
Nations Sustainable Development Goal 4, which aims to en-
sure inclusive and equitable quality education for all. When
universities focus solely on grades, they may replicate social
inequalities which unfairly discriminate against learners
from disadvantaged backgrounds; they may also fail to recruit
the best talent (CoWA 2016).

The use of contextual data in HE admissions has been endorsed
by the UK government since 2011 and has featured in a num-
ber of policy recommendations, including the Department for
Education social mobility action plan, which emphasised the
need to ‘expand access to the best universities for young peo-
ple from less advantaged backgrounds’ as one of its ambitions
(DfE 2017, p.8). A similar goal was highlighted by the HE regu-
lator for England, the Office for Students (OfS 2018). Recently,
following two decades of slow progress towards closing the so-
cioeconomic gap in rates of access to the most academically se-
lective universities, the Office for Students has set a target for
the most academically selective universities to equalise the ratio
of entrants from areas of the country with high and low rates of
participation in HE, from a baseline of 5:1 in 2017 to 3:1 by 2025
and to 1:1 by 2039 (Boliver and Powell 2021).

In order to meet these ambitious new widening access targets,
the HE regulator has encouraged the most academically selec-
tive universities to engage in a process of ‘rethinking how merit
is judged in admissions’ (Office for Students 2018, 8). The call to
‘rethink merit’ is shared by critics of other highly selective ad-
mission systems, including that of China (Liu and Helwig 2020)
and the United States. Techniques such as ‘holistic assessment’
of applicant merit for socioeconomically disadvantaged appli-
cants, and the use of affirmative action policies for members
of disadvantaged ethnic minority groups (Liu 2011) have been
used to do this.

However, the UK's HE sector is deeply stratified, and the evi-
dence base is still quite small and not examined systematically
(especially given that there is no independent and comparative
monitoring/evaluation of outcomes across universities), nor
transparently (usually measured ‘in house’ and not from the
perspective of students [which this study aims to address]).
Outcomes can thus vary depending on which of the four levels
(outlined above) of educational disadvantage are used (which is
also context dependent at the level of the institution and there-
fore not necessarily transferable), the contextual offer applied
(e.g., reduced grade offers, conditional offers) and how they are
evaluated (e.g., dropout rates, degree completion rates, degree

class results) (Boliver and Powell 2021, Boliver et al. 2022). In
line with the latter, much of this research has also used quan-
titative data focusing on the potential for students with lower
entry attainment for ‘catching up’ (Crawford, Macmillan, and
Vignoles 2014), tracking the performance of students with ad-
justed offers compared to other students, and there is limited
research exploring student voice and their lived experiences, the
foci of the present research study.

Furthermore, the application of contextual admissions raises
ideological, theoretical and practical questions, which to date
have not been fully explored, and (1) there are arguments for and
against contextual admissions (Centre for Social Mobility 2018),
as outlined below. In addition, to (2) significant differences
between HEI's in how contextual data are applied at different
points in the admissions process, for example, which students
they should be offered to, what level of grade reduction is ap-
propriate and then develop robust systems to ensure that these
processes are fairly enacted. Integral to both are complex inter-
dependencies with other societal problems, for example, social
economic status and inequality in compulsory level education,
as well as changing requirements of HE's admissions that are
often difficult to recognise (CSM 2018). We root our discussion
primarily in a UK perspective but draw on some examples from
other countries to illustrate alternative approaches to increasing
access to HE for underrepresented groups; this is an interna-
tional concern (Mountford-Zimdars, Moore, and Graham 2016).

1.1 | Arguments for and Against Contextual Offer
Admissions

Those who argue against contextual offer admissions typi-
cally align with a social engineering perspective, adopting a
deficit-model, arguing that it is not the role of HEIs to address
inequalities in society, and doing so can prejudice other groups
of applicants, for example, applicants who were not eligible to
participate in an outreach programme and benefit from the en-
hanced support (Centre for Social Mobility 2018). Furthermore,
it is argued that prior qualifications are the best predictor of
success, so taking on students with lower grades may set stu-
dents up to fail, as outlined by admissions selectors within the
Boliver and Powell's research, where the need for strong A-level
grades was discussed as paramount to cope with the rigours of
degree-level study. Moreover, there is limited and contradictory
evidence (often depending on the measure of social disadvan-
tage used) that students who experience educational disad-
vantage ‘catch up’ with their peers at university (CSM 2018).
Furthermore, research has shown that students with lower entry
grades are more likely to drop out of university (voluntarily and
by being withdrawn by the university due to poor performance)
than those who have higher entry grades (HEPI 2019; Voelkle
and Sander 2008). Finally, it is argued that contextual data is
subjective and therefore admitting students based on this may
lead to unconscious bias in admissions, undermining a holis-
tic academic judgement process (CSM 2018). This criticism has
been raised from within the practitioner community in admis-
sions and outreach, pertaining to concerns regarding the com-
plexity of these cases. In the United States, holistic admissions
approaches are used which are more flexible to complex indi-
vidual circumstances of individual differences than data-driven
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contextual flagging used in the United Kingdom (Mountford-
Zimdars, Moore, and Graham 2016). In addition, schoolteachers
have highlighted the importance of maintaining confidence in
the HE admissions system and stated that some students and
parents question the use of contextual offers, not necessarily be-
lieving that this data will be used in a fair way (CSM 2018).

Those who argue for the use of contextual offers state that a key
role of universities is to create opportunities for social mobility
and reduce inequalities (Sutton Trust 2021). This is important
as only 1% of school pupils who are eligible for free school meals
(FSM) achieve AAA at A-level compared to 20% of other pupils.
This impacts applications to university and the type of univer-
sity applied to, with attendance at high-tariff HE providers being
four times lower for students who received FSM when compared
to non-FSM students. This increases when multiple inequalities
are considered (Garner and Bagnall 2024). Pupils’ attending
non-selective state schools, in receipt of FSM and living in areas
of high economic disadvantage are 9.8 times less likely to prog-
ress to higher-tariff providers than the most advantaged pupils
(Centre for Social Mobility 2018). Furthermore, research has
shown that students who have been disadvantaged but achieve
reasonable grades are likely very capable and have a genuine po-
tential to succeed in HE and ‘a university place is not a prize for
how well you have done in the past, but recognition of what you
are likely to do in the future’ (CSM 2018, 7) and such economic
and social-mobility-based arguments have cross-party political
support in the United Kingdom and are the dominant way of
framing the use of contextual admissions, which contrasts with
other countries, such as the United States and Germany, where
other contextual factors are prominently supported, like having
overcome adversity (the United States) or disability and having
a caring responsibility (Germany) (Mountford-Zimdars, Moore,
and Graham 2016).

1.2 | Students’ Experiences of Contextual Offer
Admissions

While there has been some research exploring how stakehold-
ers such as university admissions teams and teachers view the
contextual admissions process, and extensive debate on how to
fairly enact these offers, the voices of students themselves have
been lacking. Instead, much of the literature exploring the im-
pact of contextual offer admissions has used quantitative data,
as discussed above. In the limited research exploring student
experiences of contextual offers, their views have been sought
on whether they can easily understand if they meet eligibility
criteria for contextual admissions (Mountford-Zimdars and
Moore 2020). While this is important, as these students may
lack informed support and guidance on the admissions process,
this is only one aspect of the transition to HE to consider. A
much greater depth of understanding and psychological insight
into the lived experiences of the students' in receipt of contex-
tual offers is required. Anecdotally, it appears that contextual
offer applicants are concerned about being treated differently to
other students (OxPolicy 2016) while more traditional students
fear that they will be displaced by those with contextual offers
(Johnson 2019). This may mean that those who come to univer-
sity with an adjusted offer may experience challenges over and
above the typical challenges of transitioning to university.

This perspective aligns with Jindal-Snape's (Jindal-Snape 2016;
Jindal-Snape et al. 2021) Multiple and Multi-dimensional
Transitions Theory (MMT), which conceptualises the challenges
students negotiate in navigating simultaneous psychological,
social, environmental, personal and educational adaptations as
‘transitions’ in their own right (Bagnall and Jindal-Snape 2023).
These ‘transitions’ can be longitudinal, complex and simultane-
ously exciting and worrying for the individual and significant
others within their ecosystem. For example, university affords
exciting opportunities for independence (e.g., leaving the family
home and encountering new responsibilities, e.g., budgeting),
while also establishing new social connections and familiaris-
ing themselves with new academic structures, providing oppor-
tunities for intellectual growth (Davies and Bagnall 2024; Tate
and Glazzard 2024; Winstone and Hulme 2019).

Research, theoretically underpinned by Jindal-Snape's (Jindal-
Snape 2016, 2023) MMT theory, has shown that there are com-
plex individual differences in how students adjust to transitions,
and university transitions are no exception (Jindal-Snape 2016;
McMillan 2013). In line with research, which has examined the
context of other educational transitions, such as pupils in re-
ceipt of pupil premium funding over primary-secondary school
transitions (Garner and Bagnall 2024), or pupils transitioning
to alternate provision (Dunnett, Fielding, and Bagnall 2024),
it is likely that students in receipt of contextual offers over the
transitions to HE may find adjustment more difficult, and as a
result be more susceptible to poor mental and physical health
(Davies and Bagnall 2024; Tate and Glazzard 2024). A synthesis
of the literature demonstrates that possessing superior academic
skills may lead to better alignment with academic demands of
university (Gale and Parker 2014), and social competence may
support positive social integration, including peer relation-
ships at university (Erzen and Ozabaci 2021; Shu et al. 2020).
Therefore, students transitioning to university with a contextual
offer admission may be more concerned about the academic
side of university as they may feel that their lowered offer sug-
gests that they do not have the ability to perform at the required
level. They may also struggle with social integration if they feel
that they are ‘different’ to other students on their course. This
may make their experience of transitioning harder, leading to
feelings of lowered self-belief, confidence, belonging and even
imposter syndrome (Holden et al. 2021; O'Sullivan et al. 2019).
For example, Rowbottom (2017) found significant differences
in academic confidence and deservingness between contextual
offer students (studying accounting and finance) who exceeded
their entry grades, and contextual offer students who did not ex-
ceed them.

Holden et al. (2021) describe imposter syndrome as someone who
has achieved well failing to recognise that their achievement is
earned rather than down to external factors. People who experience
imposter syndrome do not feel confident and competent, regard-
less of their achievements, and worry that their inadequacy will
come to light. Holden et al. (2021) investigated imposter syndrome
in first- and continuing-generation university students. Although
the experience of imposter syndrome was similar in both groups,
it was more strongly associated with stress in first-generation stu-
dents than in continuing-generation students. These findings sug-
gest that while both groups of students find the high expectations
and demands placed on them during their first year of university
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stressful, being the ‘first in the family’ to go to university increases
these expectations, as they have less prior evidence that they can
succeed in university, which in turn may increase feelings of self-
doubt, unworthiness and subsequent stress. Furthermore, lower
self-belief and confidence has also been shown to impact academic
performance (Flood and Wilson 2008) meaning that students who
have low self-belief may perform worse than those with greater
confidence.

Similarly, it is possible that, by not entering university through
traditional routes, contextual offer students may also feel a lower
sense of belonging. Hoffman et al. (2002) defined belonging as a
subjective sense of identification or affiliation with a group and
that an important aspect of this is feeling valued by others. It
is possible that awareness of having a place at university based
on lower grades in comparison to others could hamper students’
feelings of being valued. Ahn and Davis (2020) highlighted the
importance of a sense of belonging in facilitating positive expe-
riences at university, socially, psychologically and academically.
Therefore, it is important to learn more about how students with
contextual offers experience a sense of belonging at university,
which the present study aims to do.

Nonetheless, it is important not to focus solely on the negative el-
ements of transitioning to university with a contextual offer. This
supports a negative discourse, which is common within transitions
research (Jindal-Snape and Bagnall 2023; Symonds et al. 2023),
and can perpetuate a deficit narrative (Bagnall, Jindal-Snape, et al.
2024). Furthermore, as Glazzard, Jindal-Snape, and Stones (2020)
argue in their paper exploring transitions of students who identify
as LGBTQ+, there is sometimes a danger of presenting tragic nar-
ratives where students are portrayed as victims rather than active
people shaping their experiences. This is also in line with the core
tenants of MMT theory, which presents the need to follow a bal-
anced discourse in the way in which we conceptualise and opera-
tionalise transitions experiences, for example, ‘creating excitement
about the good’ in comparison to ‘worrying about stopping the
bad’ (Bagnall, Cookson, et al. 2024).

There is a growing body of research with a clear shared contem-
porary conceptualisation of transitions as a multi-dimensional
ongoing process which spans across multiple domains and con-
texts (Jindal-Snape 2023), which the proposed research shares.
Consistent conceptualisation within the field has, and will con-
tinue to have, significant implications in enabling clear bench-
marking of findings across research studies, to more robustly
inform policy and practice (e.g., when HE transitions support is
offered, for how long and what is looks like) and further develop
theory (Hannah et al. 2023). In line with the latter, the present
study offers a new consideration for Jindal-Snape's (2023) MMT
theory, by considering the ‘context’ of educational transitions of-
fers to HE for students in receipt of contextual offers.

1.3 | The Current Study

In sum, there is limited research exploring student's lived experi-
ences of transitioning to university with a contextual offer. This
is vitally important as it may be that those receiving a contextual
offer admission may enter university feeling less confident in their
abilities. They may experience psychological challenges such as

lower self-efficacy (i.e., feeling less competent) and feelings of
imposter syndrome (feeling that your successes are due to luck
rather than your abilities and fearing being unmasked as a fraud).
Furthermore, students from less traditional backgrounds are less
likely to feel that they belong in university (Christie 2007), and
transitioning to university in receipt of a contextual offer is likely to
compound these feelings. This may in turn make university more
challenging for these students and perhaps even increase the risk
of dropping out and underperforming (Davies and Bagnall 2024).
Therefore, the aim of the current study is to better understand stu-
dents' lived experiences of transitioning to university, following
receiving a contextual offer admission and whether they believe
this impacted their early experiences of university. This insight
will help inform empirical and theoretical work in the area, in ad-
dition to having direct applied implications for university practice
and policies which will support current and future students. To
do this, we interviewed five students (across two universities) who
transitioned to university following a contextual offer admission.

2 | Method
2.1 | Participants

Five university students (2 males and 3 females), aged between
19 and 22years (M age: 20.4years, SD: 1.52), participated in an in-
terview (See Table 1). Sampling represented students across first,
second, third and fourth year of study, from two UK universities,
studying a range of single and dual honours academic and profes-
sional courses. All students had received a contextual offer admis-
sion on entry to university; reasons included socioeconomic status
(e.g., postcode, school ranking, family income), disability, carer;
and four students had two or more of these. Opportunity sampling
was initially used, followed by a snowball sampling approach.

2.2 | Materials

A semi-structured interview guide was designed to support
the interviews, which included 10 open-ended questions (see
Appendix 1), to give participants autonomy to answer each ques-
tion freely as well as the opportunity to explore issues relevant to
them (Kallio et al. 2016; McGrath, Palmgren, and Liljedahl 2019).
Prompts and follow-up questions were used where necessary.

2.3 | Procedure

Following ethical approval, information was communicated
to two universities’ outreach teams, who disseminated an in-
vitation to students who were in receipt of a contextual offer.
Participants were asked to contact the researcher (who worked
at neither university) if they were interested in participating.
The researcher sent out a pre-interview questionnaire to en-
sure participants met the study inclusion criteria (e.g., were a
current student at the university and in receipt of a contextual
offer). Following this, information sheets and consent forms
were emailed to students, and a convenient time for the online
interview was arranged. To maintain consistency, all interviews
were facilitated by the same researcher. Students were asked to
select a quiet, private, and comfortable environment where they
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TABLE1 | Participants demographic characteristics and contextual offers.

Participant University
Pseudonym Gender Age Year of study category University course Contextual offer
Mary Female 22 4th year Russell Group Medicine Postcode; school
ranking; income;
single parent family
Daniel Male 22 4th year Russell Group Finance and statistics Postcode; school
ranking
Ben Male 19 1st Year Red Brick Environmental science Physical disability
and physical geography
Ellie Female 20 3rd year Russell Group Economics and business Postcode; school
and management ranking
Daisy Female 19 2nd year Russell Group Music Postcode; carer

Note: The United Kingdom has different types of universities, which differ in their entry requirements. Russell group universities have the highest entry requirements
and a strong focus on academic research. Civic or ‘red brick’ universities also have high entry requirements and a strong focus on research. Plateglass universities
tend to have slightly lower entry requirements. Post-92 universities are former polytechnic colleges and tend to have lower entry requirements. Russell group and red
brick universities tend to have the least economically diverse student bodies and as they have high entry requirements may use contextual offers more. As Post-92
universities already have lower entry requirements, they may not need to use contextual offers. This was our rationale for selecting both a Russell group and Red brick

university in the present study.

were unlikely to be disturbed to participate in the interview. At
the end of each interview, the students were debriefed, thanked
for their time, given the chance to ask any questions, and were
signposted to support services.

3 | Results
3.1 | Data Analysis

Transparency, consistency and congruence between philosoph-
ical perspectives, conceptualisations, theoretical frameworks
and methodology are paramount to determine the robustness
of a study and interpretations drawn. This is vital to advance
transitions theory, research, policy and practice, as outlined by
Hannabh et al. (2023). Epistemologically, we adopted a social con-
structionist lens, assuming that individuals construct their own
reality based on their unique experiences of the world and their
relationships within it, which is based on multiple contextual
factors and individual differences. This paradigm is congruent
with our conceptualisations and theorisation of transitions in
line with MMT theory (Jindal-Snape 2016), in addition to the
exploratory, inductive nature of our present study (Patton 2014),
and our analytical framework, Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis (IPA).

IPA was selected as the analytical framework because it seeks
to explore the lived experiences of participants. Furthermore,
as outlined by Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009), through ex-
ploring the lived experiences of participants, underlying cogni-
tions such as beliefs and attitudes can also be accessed, which
also aligns with the aims of the present research. IPA acknowl-
edges that analysis is a double-hermeneutic process where the
lived experiences of participants are interpreted by the analyst
(Willig 2017). IPA is thus appropriate for the present study, as
this interpretivist approach makes it possible to draw together
students’ experiences of transitioning to university when in re-
ceipt of a contextual offer admission with extant literature.

Smith, Flowers, and Larkin's (2009) six stages of IPA were fol-
lowed, which consisted of first reading and re-reading the first
transcript, making initial commentary on the dialogue, links to
experience and initial basic interpretations. This stage ensured
familiarity and enabled identification of any biases at this early
stage (Smith and Dunworth 2003). This stage was followed by
initial exploration and detailed noting on this same transcript,
which was conducted line by line; notes were both descriptive
and conceptual. Two researchers conducted this stage as a form
of inter-rater reliability. The next step consisted of identifying
and developing superordinate themes and sub-themes within
each transcript, in addition to noting down relevant quotes to
ensure credibility and that they could be easily traced back
through the analytical process. To capture the idiographic na-
ture of participants’ experiences, where possible, superordinate
and sub-theme names were words or phrases the participants
used. The whole process was repeated for each transcript sep-
arately, treating each transcript individually, ‘on its own terms,
to do justice to its own individuality’ (Smith, Flowers, and
Larkin 2009, 100). Finally, superordinate themes were reviewed,
and connections were drawn across each of the transcripts to
determine master themes, which are presented in Table 2.

3.2 | Aspirations and Self-Belief

It was clear across all interviews that students in receipt of con-
textual offers had high aspirations, and their offers provided
additional opportunities for them that would not have other-
wise been available: ‘T don't want to say ambitions are low, but
chances maybe hang on things like this’ (Daniel). While, prior to
university, their reduced offers provided something to aspire to,
once at university knowledge that their place at university was
a result of receiving a reduced entry impacted their self-belief,
and many students worried about their academic abilities. As a
result, participants felt that additional support was needed for
students in receipt of contextual offers both prior to and during
the transition to university.
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TABLE 2 | Master and superordinate themes identified through IPA analysis.

1. Aspirations and self-belief 2. Feelings of belonging

3. Awareness and stigma

la. Additional opportunities
1b. Worries about academic abilities and self-belief in
being able to succeed

2a. Feelings of social disparity
2b. Feelings of unworthiness
and imposter syndrome
2c¢. Feelings of low self-efficacy
2d. Knowing others with

3a. Perceived reasons
for contextual offers
3b. Stigma about disclosing
contextual offers
3c. Need for promotion

contextual offers of contextual offers

3.2.1 | Additional Opportunities

Receiving a contextual offer admission was discussed across all
interviews, as providing additional opportunities for students
to get onto their dream course: ‘I was applying and I thought
there's no way I'm going to get into medicine school like it's
just not happening it's not a possibility for me, and it wouldn't
without a contextual offer’ (Mary) and into the university they
wanted: ‘it had an immediate impact to what university I ap-
plied for because I knew if I didn't have adjusted entry I proba-
bly would have not gotten into [named University]. But I knew
with adjusted entry, I could probably make it, and so I applied
for there and that's where I wanted to go, you know, so it made a
difference’ (Daniel). As discussed within the above two quotes,
contextual offer admissions, provided an additional opportunity
for students, that would not have otherwise been possible: ‘I feel
like I wouldn't be at this uni if I didn't receive an adjusted offer.
So, my whole, like, everything would have changed’ (Ellie). The
opportunity of also getting into university through a contextual
offer admission provided aspiration, encouraging students to
push themselves to get the grades they needed: ‘contextual offers
give the student who receives an offer a chance to push them-
selves and get in’ (Ben).

3.2.2 | Worries About Academic Abilities and Self-Belief
in Being Able to Succeed

Once at university, students’ knowledge that they had only got a
place on their course because of reduced grades, impacted their
feelings of academic competence, and students worried about
their academic abilities: ‘my results were nowhere near that of
the people who I spoke to on the course. I was like scraping by
at the level below and I was just like I really don't think I can
keep up because I'm only here because probably to fill a certain
amount of people who come to uni through these programs,
so yeah it kind of affected my mindset quite a lot’ (Mary). As
discussed in the quote, students’ worries about their academic
abilities impacted their self-belief in being able to perform at the
same standard as their peers, and as a result they expected less
of themselves: ‘yeah I mean I guess the first official test I did
at uni I failed it, but to me that was I guess as to be expected,
because I'm not on the same level as everyone else I'm only here
because of you know of my offer’ (Daniel).

3.3 | Feelings of Belonging

Feelings of belonging, both academically and socially, were
discussed in each interview, as being especially important for

students in receipt of a contextual offer. There appeared to be
differences in feelings of belonging between the students’ who
were attending the Russell Group University and the student
who was attending the Red Brick university, which is discussed
further below.

3.3.1 | Feelings of Social Disparity

Feelings of social disparity were discussed by all participants at-
tending the Russell Group University: ‘it's always coming back
to background. But I feel like it does depend on your background
because if your parents or family are quite affluent, then natu-
rally you're going to hang about with more affluent people in
comparison to, you know, being more normal. So, I do see some-
times that there is that divide’ (Ellie). As discussed above, such
feelings of social disparity meant that many students felt differ-
ent from their peers, as discussed by Mary: ‘Most people came
from like decent like backgrounds, and it was just like is there
anyone here, you know, like me’ (Mary).

Feelings of social disparity and not feeling as though they be-
longed were discussed as not impeding students’ ability to get
on with other students but did impact their ability to relate to
their peers: ‘but when I got here, I didn't feel I couldn't get on
with anyone really. I got on with everyone, so that didn't really
change that much, and I think it's quite normal like for people
not to relate but I wanted to go to uni’ (Daniel). Feelings of social
disparity and not being able to relate was shown to be particu-
larly apparent, when considering the financial cost of socialis-
ing, such as going out: ‘people who maybe come from normal
backgrounds and you know work and have to pay bills and don't
get anything from like their parents. You know, they might be
oh, I can't go out. I can't do that; I can't afford that. If somebody,
you know, has come from a more affluent background they
might be able to do that because their parents might be fortu-
nate enough to give them some extra money that other people
can't get’ (Daisy). This suggests that while students felt that they
could form relationships with others, there were still some di-
vides, for example, around money for socialising.

3.3.2 | Feelings of Unworthiness
and Imposter Syndrome

All students' attending the Russell Group university discussed
feelings of unworthiness and imposter syndrome, during their
first year of university following receiving a contextual offer.
This impacted students' feelings of academic belonging, with
students’ discussing how they had only got into the university
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by chance: ‘when I first got here, I was looking at all these other
people with straight As and I was like okay, I just got in here by
luck and I found that really quite difficult’ (Mary). As a result of
this, one student discussed feeling as though they shouldn't be
there: ‘I feel what they call imposter syndrome, like when they
say like I shouldn't really be here, I think that may be me. It plays
on people’s mindsets’ (Daniel).

For all students, this impacted their mindset at university: ‘it
kind of affected my mindset quite a lot and I was just basically
thinking, yes I shouldn't really be here’ (Daniel). As a result,
students discussed the need to work harder, just to keep up:
‘T feel like I put a lot of effort in because I had to basically
learn everything from scratch. There was some stuff that ev-
erybody knew that I didn't know because they came from dif-
ferent backgrounds and you know, could do that sort of stuff’
(Daisy).

In fact, it was not until the end of students’ first year when re-
sults came out, that these concerns diminished: ‘T just studied all
of last year and then, when results came out I started realizing
okay, maybe I do deserve to be here because my results are actu-
ally good and I was like okay I'm actually doing okay here, I'm
not scraping by’ (Mary), and students reflected on these initial
feelings of deservingness: ‘I can realize it was just all in my head
that I didn't deserve it (to be at university)’ (Daniel).

3.3.3 | Feelings of Low Self-Efficacy

Feelings of low self-efficacy, particularly lack of confidence,
were particularly striking among the students attending the
Russell Group university, as outlined by Ellie: ‘I think it does af-
fect your confidence a bit knowing that there are people that are
a lot smarter than you and you know, haven't had an adjusted
offer’ (Ellie). In addition to this, feelings of self-doubt were also
a concern, as outlined by Daisy: ‘From my experience and with
being friends with people that got into university for what they
got, they didn't get any adjusted offers, I feel like they don't have
as much self-doubt. I would say I lack confidence, quite a lot in
certain courses and compared to friends you know, they're quite
stress free, no worries. Whereas I think. I have to put in that bit
of extra effort to get up to their level sometimes’ (Daisy).

For one student attending the Russell Group university, feelings
of low self-efficacy were so strong that they impeded social op-
portunities: ‘I was so panicked that I was going to fail first year
and couldn't keep up, I didn't go out at all during first year be-
cause I was so panicked, I just revised’ (Mary). In comparison,
for the student attending the Red Brick university, contextual
offers were discussed as irrelevant once students were attending
the university: ‘I would say there are no hard feelings, people
forget A levels when they get here, it didn't really affect me so-
cially’ (Ben).

3.3.4 | Knowing Others With Contextual Offers
One student who attended the Russell Group university dis-

cussed finding it harder to make friends. This was shaped
particularly by feelings of social disparity between herself and

her peers, a lack of confidence and not knowing anyone else in
receipt of a contextual offer, which could have helped: ‘I think
with socializing and uni it was easier for (friend) and I don't
know if it's a confidence thing again that she was able to find
more friends, get along with people, whereas I struggled to find
friends, only got a few friends in my course. Again, I think you
gel with people that have similar experiences to you. I don't
know anyone else in my course that's had an adjusted offer. I
don't believe I'm the only one but yeah, I don't know anyone else.
So yeah so, it's, I think it's been hard to make friends just based
on the fact that sometimes you stick to people that have similar,
you know lifestyles or backgrounds to you’ (Daisy).

Knowing others with contextual offers was discussed as being
important across interviews, in creating a sense of belonging:
‘She had the reduced entry offer. So, she attended the summer
school with me. I think, you know, it was good to have some-
one from a school that was going through the same experience’
(Ellie). In addition, students discussed how raising awareness of
the importance of contextual offers could help increase feelings
of belonging: ‘For example, if I was looking at the prospectus
for [university] and I saw a contextual offer student that would
make me feel a sense of belonging you know. Raising awareness
can help with a sense of belonging and feeling deserving to be
there’ (Daniel).

3.4 | Awareness and Stigma

Among all interviews, there were mixed feelings about the per-
ceived need for contextual offers, which for some students led to
feelings of stigma about disclosing their contextual offer admis-
sion once at university. There was agreement that more work is
needed to promote the importance of contextual offers, during
the application process and once students are at university.

3.4.1 | Perceived Reasons for Contextual Offers

Among all interviews, there were mixed feelings about the per-
ceived need for contextual offers. Perceptions ranged from views
that contextual offers try to encourage equity within society
and level the playing field: ‘T think they have them because you
know, everybody, not everybody is equal. You know, there's ob-
viously differences and they want to make it as equal as possible
because it's getting harder and harder to get, you know, like a
well-paying job without going to university’ (Ellie). There were
also more cynical views that contextual offers were a public re-
lations (PR) stunt by universities: ‘I mean, to a certain extent
it's good PR, it meets quotas. I mean this is my honest thoughts
about it, I think that's why we do it’ (Daniel).

Throughout the interviews, there was a perception that Russell
Group universities are elitist: ‘T don't know if that might be a
specific thing to Russell Groups, the perception everyone is from
stellar backgrounds’ (Daniel) and less open to using contextual
offer admissions: ‘Russell groups might give less of a chance to
people with contextual offers and I think from my experience
with that, if you get offers like ours, you can come to places like
ours’ (Ben). Students felt that contextual offers were less ap-
pealing to Russell group universities: ‘Russell groups don't want

7 of 13



contextual offers, they want all A's and A*s they don't want frills
and ridges’ (Mary).

3.4.2 | Stigma About Disclosing Contextual Offers

There was a common understanding across interviews that:
‘other people don't necessarily know what your results were and
how adjusted your offer was, and people weren't always able to
make that distinction whether I did an additional thing before
coming here because I was from a bad area’ (Mary), and as a
result, there were mixed feelings pertaining to disclosing their
contextual offer to other students and tutors. Some students
were very open to sharing their contextual offer, especially if
they already knew other students at the university from their
college/high school: ‘T was quite open about it with a lot of my
friends. Again, most of my friends I went to high school with,
or I know from other high schools in the area’ (Ellie). In com-
parison, other students felt stigma in disclosing their contex-
tual offer admission at university: ‘T guess at the time having a
contextual offer was kind of embarrassing, but you just kind of
got over it right’ (Daniel). This view also extended to students'
perceptions of their parents' behaviour: ‘T don't think my par-
ents would have told or thought to have told any of my family
that I got into university because of my contextual offer because
they are proud’ (Mary). This suggests that the student believed
that her parents felt that if they shared her contextual offer with
others, it would somehow lessen her perceived achievement of
getting into university.

3.4.3 | Need for Promotion of Contextual Offers

All students in receipt of a contextual offer discussed needing
greater support than their peers during the transition to univer-
sity, from submitting their university application to the end of
their first year. Prior to university, students discussed the need
for greater awareness of the existence of contextual offers: ‘There
is little awareness in high schools, especially deprived areas or
areas where kids don't traditionally go onto university, I think
there would be a lot more applications coming from those areas,
a lot more, you know, students coming from there and more
qualifications, if there was awareness. And I think it would just
help people’s careers long term’ (Daisy). Students also discussed
how contextual offers could be advertised more clearly on uni-
versity admission websites, to help prospective students know
about their existence: ‘It's quite hard to find on the websites from
my experience. There's a lot of spreadsheets and to try and find
out what adjusted offer you could get wasn't easy’ (Ellie).

Once at university, students discussed how greater awareness of
contextual offers, among other students, could be helpful, espe-
cially in alleviating feelings of stigma: ‘T remember a girl sitting
in front of me in a lecture, rambling on about how her brother
didn't get into [named university] but people who got lower
scores did because of the adjusted entry programs, and she was
going on about why that is not fair and I ended up having to walk
out and come back because I was offended’ (Daniel). Students
also discussed how greater awareness of contextual offers,
amongst tutors, and their understanding of potential challenges
more disadvantaged students face, such as imposter syndrome,

could support them, both pastorally: ‘T guess having that support
network where if you want to chat with someone about how you
feel, like I would talk to them about like this is how I felt, you de-
serve to be here sort of thing’ (Ellie), and academically: ‘there's
a different level to it, a different sort of language that I wasn't
familiar with, which they [tutors] could help with’ (Daisy).

4 | Discussion

Entrance into HEIs is not equally distributed among social
groups, and contextual offers can make a key contribution in
enhancing access for disadvantaged students. However, insights
into the first-hand lived experiences of contextual offer students
are limited, which the present study overcame by interviewing
five university students, representing two HEIs, who received
a contextual offer admission. Our findings suggest that (1) stu-
dents felt that their contextual offers had given them opportu-
nities to attend the university and course of their choice, which
may not have been possible otherwise. Many students felt that
the possibility of the contextual offer pushed them to do their
best to achieve the grades they needed. However, their contex-
tual offers also led them to feel more negatively about their abil-
ity to succeed at university. (2) Participants also discussed how
contextual offers impacted their sense of belonging. Many felt
that there was a disparity between more traditional students,
who may have more social and financial capital than those with
contextual offers. This led some to feel a sense of unworthiness
and imposter syndrome and lower self-efficacy; however, these
feelings were somewhat ameliorated by knowing others who
also had contextual offers. (3) Students felt that universities gave
contextual offers to create equal access, but there was also a feel-
ing that it was good for PR to be seen to have students with con-
textual offers. Some students therefore felt embarrassed to admit
they had received a contextual offer. (4) Finally, participants felt
that schools and universities could do more to promote con-
textual offers, both to schools and on websites but also within
the university to reduce this stigma. These findings will be dis-
cussed in more detail below, drawing on existing literature, in
addition to implications for further research, practice and policy.

Our findings demonstrate that contextual offers were seen pos-
itively by students, leading to additional opportunities to at-
tend the university and course of their choice, which may not
have been possible otherwise. Our findings provide support for
Rowbottom's (2017) findings, where accounting and finance
students in receipt of a contextual offer admission felt that their
reduced offer decreased their anxiety about their school exams
and, as a result, many of them exceeded the contextual offer.
These findings provide further evidence for Oyama, Manalo,
and Nakatani's (2018) assertion that a challenge (e.g., entrance
into HE) may need to be perceived as achievable for it to be mo-
tivating as opposed to threatening.

However, as shown in the present findings, contextual offers are
not just important in providing students with a route into HE,
but also there needs to be consideration of supporting students
during their course, which is in line with policy recommenda-
tions, including the DfE social mobility action plan, and those
by the Office for Students (Boliver et al. 2022). While contex-
tual offers can help with the former, students with contextual
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offers may feel concerned about their ability to achieve academ-
ically during their course. For example, we found that students’
knowledge that they had only got a place on their course be-
cause of their circumstances, impacted their feelings of aca-
demic competence, and students worried about their academic
abilities in comparison to their peers. These findings, further
support, Rowbottom's (2017) longitudinal study and apply these
findings to a broader range of subjects. Rowbottom (2017) found
significant differences in academic confidence and deserving-
ness between contextual offer students who exceeded their entry
grades and contextual offer students who did not exceed them.
Students who met the contextual offer and did not exceed it felt
more concerned about their ability to succeed at university and
questioned whether they ‘deserved’ to be at university. This im-
plies that the students felt that a contextual offer was in some
way invalid. The idea behind a contextual offer is that grades
alone do not tell us the future potential of a student, and consid-
ering the context of their achievement will give us a clearer sense
of their future potential, which is in line with the Commission
on Widening Access core principles (2016).

Extending on Rowbottom's (2017) findings, and more recent
findings by Davies and Bagnall (2024) which examined the
views of admission disability support staff, in the present study,
feelings of academic disparity between themselves and peers
who transitioned to university without contextual offers, im-
pacted students’ mindsets, with almost all students reporting a
sense of unworthiness, imposter syndrome and lower feelings
of self-efficacy. For some students, this pushed them to work
harder to keep up. One student highlighted that the pressure
they put on themselves to work hard and achieve meant that
time to socialise and meet others was limited. Similar findings
were shown by Holden et al. (2021) in first-generation univer-
sity students, where they reported needing to work harder than
other students. Thus, if students who are in receipt of contex-
tual offers feel that they lack potential, leading them to expe-
rience self-fulfilling prophecies (e.g., poor performance as an
inevitable outcome), greater support is needed at the university
level. A greater awareness of contextual offers within universi-
ties could lead to increased pastoral and academic support for
these students being made available. If this support is timely,
but also sensitive, this could help to foster feelings of belonging
(Davies and Bagnall 2024; Sharp, Wray, and Maxwell 2020) and
help contextual offer students feel that they have equal value
and potential as students who entered university with the tra-
ditional tariff.

However, it is worth noting that two factors ameliorated feelings
of ‘deservingness’ amongst contextual offer students: (1) receiv-
ing a good grade and (2) knowledge of others who also had tran-
sitioned to university following a contextual offer admission. In
line with the former and drawing on Jindal-Snape's (2016) MM T
theory, transitions are an ongoing, dynamic, but also nested (e.g.,
recognising the role of significant others, also negotiating tran-
sitions at the same time) process, and transitioning to university
is no exception (Tett, Cree, and Christie 2017). In the present
study, in circumstances when students found out that they had
achieved good grades matching, and in some cases, exceeding
their peers, initial mindset concerns and feelings of ‘deserv-
ingness’ were ameliorated, and they recognised that previous
feelings of not deserving their place were not accurate. Thus,

the present research provides further support for MMT theory,
recognising that conceptually transitions are an adaptation to
a change, not the changes in themselves (Bagnall and Jindal-
Snape 2023). Furthermore, the present study extends theoretical
understanding by considering the ‘context’ of educational tran-
sitions offers to HE for students in receipt of contextual offers as
an ongoing process of adaptation over time (Jindal-Snape 2016).
It overcomes shortcomings in previous cross-sectional and snap-
shot designs, which measure outcomes pre and post the ‘move’
to university (Rientes & Jindal-Snape 2016). Through capturing
students’ retrospective transition experiences, this study pro-
vides a more holistic understanding of the transition, informing
the development of more effective support interventions, which
should also take a longitudinal approach (continuing throughout
students’ first year), and not end once students are at university.

Ahn and Davis (2020) suggest that feeling a sense of belonging to
a HEI can be key to having a successful experience across differ-
ent aspects of university. The present findings echo this and in-
dicate the importance of providing opportunities for developing
students’ social capital. For example, O'Sullivan et al.'s (2019)
comparative study of the university experiences of both founda-
tion year students and contextual offer students found that while
the experiences of foundation year (an extra year of study at the
start of a university course to allow students who do not meet the
entry requirements an opportunity to enter the course following
completion of this year) helped increase foundation students’
sense of belonging, this was not the case for contextual admis-
sions students, who felt isolated, different, intimidated and infe-
rior to other students. It may be that the foundation year, where
the student is in a class with others who did not make the orig-
inal grade tariff, helped them to make friends. It may also be
that the extra year of academic support and learning more about
university systems helped them to feel more like they belonged
when they entered first year. Thus, given that within our data,
students felt that there was a disparity between more traditional
students who may have more social and financial capital than
those who received a contextual offer admission, opportunities
to meet and socialise with other contextual offers students could
be a recommendation for universities when considering how to
support students to develop relationships with other students.

Nonetheless, it is worth noting that many of the students re-
ported feeling embarrassed about their offers and some of these
students perceived that being a ‘widening participation student’
was stigmatising. Therefore, opportunities to bring together stu-
dents in receipt of contextual offer admissions will need to be
managed sensitively. For example, in the present study, students
reported feeling stigmatised and not always comfortable dis-
closing their contextual offers to others. These findings provide
further support for Johnson, Richeson, and Finkel's (2011) re-
search, which investigated feelings of stigma in lower socioeco-
nomic status students at an elite university in the United States
and found that students were both aware of and sensitive to their
differences, in comparison to higher socioeconomic status stu-
dents, and were more concerned about their academic achieve-
ment. Thus, in terms of recommendations for universities,
changes are needed both in terms of increasing awareness and
in increasing support for students in receipt of contextual offer
admissions. This should begin before students arrive at univer-
sity, through promotion and communication with schools and
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colleges to ensure appropriate knowledge in teachers and other
relevant staff and through HEIs providing easily accessible in-
formation on relevant webpages. Ultimately, this may lead to a
greater number of students transitioning to university following
a contextual offer admission, which may assist in decreasing
feelings of difference or isolation.

However, while many students felt that universities gave contex-
tual offers to ensure equal access, there was also a feeling that
it was good for PR to be seen to have students with contextual
offers to make the university appear more inclusive and to meet
perceived quotas. For some students, this contributed to feelings
of stigma and embarrassment to admit that they had received
a contextual offer. Thus, a significant focus is needed to raise
awareness for the importance of contextual offer admissions by
universities, especially given that research has shown that the
majority of students believe that it is harder to achieve higher
exam grades if you grow up in a disadvantaged area and a simi-
lar percentage agree that universities should consider applicants’
backgrounds (HEPI 2019; Kam and Prihadi 2021). However,
only around 50% agree that lower grade offers should be made to
those from disadvantaged areas and students in the most selec-
tive universities were most likely to back contextual offers (57%)
(HEPI 2019; Penn 2024). Taken together, our findings suggest
that students are open to the idea of contextual offers, but these
offers need to be explained to reduce anxieties about fairness.
This again may help students in receipt of contextual offer ad-
missions feel more like they belong at university.

5 | Limitations

The present study is not without limitations. First, while exten-
sive efforts were made to recruit a larger number of participants,
the sample size for the study remains small. The researchers
spent extensive time adverting the study in various channels,
both online and in person, and through University Services, and
yet uptake was much lower than in other studies that worked
with university students. This could indicate a real reluctance
in participants to discuss their experiences of transitioning to
university with a contextual offer. This suggestion is supported
by our data, where students discussed stigma around entering
university with an adjusted offer. This therefore highlights the
value of this study in providing the insights of such a hard-to-
access group, and also further applies the considerations noted in
Giner-Sorolla et al.'s (2024) review pertaining to the importance
of considering the study aims, the level of sample specificity, and
the quality of dialogue when determining the generalisability
of findings. Secondly, our sample mainly represents students
who were attending a Russell Group university. Future research
should also explore how students from different types of uni-
versities experience contextual offers. While many post-92 uni-
versities often draw from more diverse groups of students and
often do not have contextual offers, Russell group universities
may draw from more traditional pools of students and may there-
fore have less diverse student bodies. This might impact feelings
of academic and social relatedness, in addition to mindset con-
cerns, as outlined above. Finally, future research on contextual
offer admissions may want to consider not just the type of uni-
versity, but also the subject area that students are entering as
this may have a strong impact on their feelings about themselves

and their sense of belonging and community. For example, Fay
and Skipper (2022) explored how students studying law and
psychology developed a different sense of community and aca-
demic identity. While psychology students were shown to report
a strong sense of community with their peers, law students re-
ported feeling in competition with their peers. It was suggested
that psychology students chose the subject because they wanted
to help others, and that through the course they are taught skills
(e.g., empathetic listening) which help them to build positive re-
lationships, whereas law students often choose to study law as
they are motivated by money, and through the course they learn
skills which can make it more challenging to build positive com-
munities. Therefore, future research should explore experiences
across different universities and different subjects.

6 | Summary

In sum, the United Kingdom is perhaps unusual in an interna-
tional context in terms of the extent to which policy makers see
universities as change agents in overcoming inequality in access
to HE, and the English regulator for HE, the Office for Students,
has set a target to eliminate ‘the gap in entry rates at higher-tariff
providers between the most and least represented groups’ (OfS
2020). Proponents of contextual offers argue that grades alone
do not tell us the future potential of a student, and considering
the context of their achievement will give us a clearer sense of
their future potential (Boliver and Powell 2021; Commission on
Widening Access, 2016; Mountford-Zimdars and Moore 2020).
However, evidence for the application and efficacy of contextual
offers is limited. The present study makes several original and
significant theoretical, empirical and practical contributions.
First, the findings have advanced empirical understanding in
providing first-hand insight into the transition experiences of
students in receipt of contextual offer admissions, which to date
has been limited. Second, the findings have provided further
support for MMT theory, extending theoretical understand-
ing pertaining to university transitions as an ongoing process
of adaptation over time. Finally, our findings provide practical
implications for the need for universities to increase awareness
and support for students in receipt of contextual offers, to help
contextual offer students to feel a sense of academic and social
belonging, and overcome feelings of unworthiness and imposter
syndrome.

Author Contributions

Charlotte L. Bagnall: conceptualization, methodology, investigation,
data curation, formal analysis, writing - original draft, writing — review
and editing, project administration. Lucy A. James: data curation,
formal analysis, writing - original draft, writing - review and editing.
Yvonne Skipper: funding acquisition, project administration, concep-
tualization, methodology, writing - original draft, writing - review and
editing.

Acknowledgments

We would like to thank Ant Sutcliffe and Higher Horizons for their
support in funding and recruitment for this study.

Ethics Statement

The authors have nothing to report.

10 of 13

Higher Education Quarterly, 2025



Conflicts of Interest

The authors declare no conflicts of interest.

Data Availability Statement

The data that support the findings of this study are available on request
from the corresponding author. The data are not publicly available due
to privacy or ethical restrictions.

References

Ahn, M. Y., and H. H. Davis. 2020. “Four Domains of Students' Sense
of Belonging to University.” Studies in Higher Education 45, no. 3: 622—
634. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2018.1564902.

Bagnall, C. L., D. Cookson, L. Stevenson, F. Jones, and N. J. Garnett.
2024. “Evaluation of a Longitudinal Transition Support Intervention
to Improve Children's Emotional Well-Being and Adjustment Over
Primary-Secondary School Transition.” Frontiers Educational
Psychology 15. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1252851.

Bagnall, C.L.,and D.Jindal-Snape. 2023. “Child Self-Report Measures of
Primary-Secondary Transition Experiences and Emotional Wellbeing:
An International Systematic Literature Review.” International Journal
of Educational and Life Transitions 2, no. 1: 4. https://doi.org/10.5334/
ijelt.35.

Bagnall, C. L., D. Jindal-Snape, M. Panayiotou, and P. Qualter. 2024.
“Design and Validation of the Primary-Secondary School Transitions
Emotional Wellbeing Scale (P-S WELLS); the First Instrument to Assess
Children's Emotional Wellbeing in the Context of Primary-Secondary
School Transitions.” International Journal of Educational and Life
Transitions 3, no. 1: 4. https://doi.org/10.5334/ijelt.79.

Boliver, V., P.Banerjee,S. Gorard,and M. Powell. 2022. “Reconceptualising
Fair Access to Highly Academically Selective Universities.” Higher
Education 84, no. 1: 85-100. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-021-00755-y.

Boliver, V., and M. Powell. 2021. Fair Admission to Universities in
England: Improving Policy and Practice. Nuffield Foundation.

Centre for Social Mobility. 2018. “Research Into the Use of Contextual
Data in Admissions.” https://staticl.squarespace.com/static/543e6
65de4b0fbb2b140b291/t/5b4457fb70a6ade52de65f16/1531205646268/
Research+into+the+use+of+contextualised+admissions_University+
of+Exeter+report.pdf.

Christie, H. 2007. “Higher Education and Spatial (im) Mobility:
Nontraditional Students and Living at Home.” Environment and
Planning A 39, no. 10: 2445-2463. https://doi.org/10.1068/a38361.

CoWA. 2016. A Blueprint for Fairness: The Final Report of the Commission
on Widening Access. Scottish Government.

Crawford, C., L. Macmillan, and A. Vignoles. 2014. “Progress Made by
High-Attaining Children From Disadvantaged Backgrounds.” https://
www.gov.uk/government/publications/high-attaining-children-from-
disadvantaged-backgrounds.

Davies, J., and C. Bagnall. 2024. “’A Good Transition is Just Key’: The
Views and Experiences of Disability Support Staff in Supporting Autistic
Students Transition to University.” Autism in Adulthood. https://doi.
0rg/10.1089/aut.2024.0076.

DFE. 2017. Unlocking Talent, Fulfilling Potential: A Plan for Improving
Social Mobility through Education. DFE.

Dunnett, R., C. Fielding, and C. L. Bagnall. 2024. “Alternative Provision
Primary School Teachers' Perspectives of Trust Within Student-Teacher
Relationships Following Exclusion and/or Suspension Transitions.”
International Journal of Educational and Life Transitions 4: 1-17.
https://doi.org/10.5334/ijelt.81.

Erzen, E., and N. Ozabaci. 2021. “Effects of Personality Traits, Social
Support and Self-Efficacy on Predicting University Adjustment.”

Journal of Education 203, no. 2: 353-356. https://doi.org/10.1177/00220
574211025059.

Fay, M., and Y. Skipper. 2022. “I Was Able to Ask for Help When I
Became Stressed Rather Than Sitting Alone and Struggling’: Psychology
and Law Students’ Views of the Impact of Identity and Community on
Mental Wellbeing.” Law Teacher 56, no. 1: 20-36. https://doi.org/10.
1080/03069400.2021.2020507.

Flood, B., and R. M. Wilson. 2008. “An Exploration of the Learning
Approaches of Prospective Professional Accountants in Ireland.”
Accounting Forum 32, no. 3: 225-239.

Gale, T.,and S. Parker. 2014. “Navigating Change: A Typology of Student
Transition in Higher Education.” Studies in Higher Education 39, no. 5:
734-753. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2012.721351.

Garner, E., and C. L. Bagnall. 2024. “Transition From Primary to
Secondary School in Greater Manchester: A Qualitative Exploration
of the Perspectives of Year 6 Children Who Receive Pupil Premium
Funding.” British Educational Research Journal 50: 2663-2683. https://
doi.org/10.1002/berj.4045.

Giner-Sorolla, R., A. K. Montoya, A. Reifman, et al. 2024. “Power
to Detect What? Considerations for Planning and Evaluating
Sample Size.” Personality and Social Psychology Review 28, no. 3:
276-301.

Glazzard, J., D. Jindal-Snape, and S. Stones. 2020. “Transitions Into and
Through Higher Education: The Lived Experiences of Students Who
Identify as LGBTQ+.” Frontiers in Education 5, no. 81: 1-15. https://doi.
org/10.3389/feduc.2020.00081.

Hannah, B., W. D. Barlow, C. L. Bagnall, and D. Jindal-Snape.
2023. “Mapping the Methodological Quality of International
Primary-Secondary Transitions Research Literature: A Systematic
Methodological Review.” International Journal of Educational and Life
Transitions 2, no. 1: 25. https://doi.org/10.5334/ijelt.74.

Higher Education Policy Institute. 2019. “What Do Students Think
About Contextual Admissions?” https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2019/07/What-do-students-think-of-contextual-admissions-
HEPI-Policy-Note-14-Embargoed-25.07.19.pdf.

Hoffman, M., J. Richmond, J. Morrow, and K. Salomone. 2002.
“Investigating “Sense of Belonging” in First-Year College Students.”
Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice 4, no.
3:227-256. https://doi.org/10.2190/DRYC-CXQ9-JQ8V-HT4V.

Holden, C. L., L. E. Wright, A. M. Herring, and P. L. Sims. 2021.
“Imposter Syndrome Among First-and Continuing-Generation College
Students: The Roles of Perfectionism and Stress.” Journal of College
Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice 25, no. 4: 726-740.
https://doi.org/10.1177/15210251211019379.

Jindal-Snape, D. 2016. A-Z of Transitions. Palgrave.

Jindal-Snape, D., J. E. Symonds, E. F. S. Hannah, and W. Barlow. 2021.
“Conceptualising Primary-Secondary School Transitions: A Systematic
Mapping Review of Worldviews, Theories and Frameworks.” Frontiers
in Education: Educational Psychology 6: 540027. https://doi.org/10.
3389/feduc.2021.540027.

Jindal-Snape, D. 2023. “Multiple and Multi-Dimensional Educational
and Life Transitions: Conceptualization, Theorization and XII Pillars
of Transitions.” In International Encyclopedia of Education (Fourth
Edition), edited by R. J. Tierney, F. Rizvi, and K. Erkican, 530-543.
Elsevier. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-818630-5.14060-6.

Jindal-Snape, D., and C. Bagnall. 2023. “A Systematic Literature
Review of Child Self-Report Measures of Emotional Wellbeing
During Primary to Secondary School Transitions.” Assessment and
Development Matters 15, no. 1: 17-22. https://doi.org/10.53841/
bpsadm.2023.15.1.17.

Johnson, S. E., J. A. Richeson, and E. J. Finkel. 2011. “Middle Class and
Marginal? Socioeconomic Status, Stigma, and Self-Regulation at an

11 0f 13


https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2018.1564902
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1252851
https://doi.org/10.5334/ijelt.35
https://doi.org/10.5334/ijelt.35
https://doi.org/10.5334/ijelt.79
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-021-00755-y
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/543e665de4b0fbb2b140b291/t/5b4457fb70a6ade52de65f16/1531205646268/Research+into+the+use+of+contextualised+admissions_University+of+Exeter+report.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/543e665de4b0fbb2b140b291/t/5b4457fb70a6ade52de65f16/1531205646268/Research+into+the+use+of+contextualised+admissions_University+of+Exeter+report.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/543e665de4b0fbb2b140b291/t/5b4457fb70a6ade52de65f16/1531205646268/Research+into+the+use+of+contextualised+admissions_University+of+Exeter+report.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/543e665de4b0fbb2b140b291/t/5b4457fb70a6ade52de65f16/1531205646268/Research+into+the+use+of+contextualised+admissions_University+of+Exeter+report.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1068/a38361
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/high-attaining-children-from-disadvantaged-backgrounds
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/high-attaining-children-from-disadvantaged-backgrounds
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/high-attaining-children-from-disadvantaged-backgrounds
https://doi.org/10.1089/aut.2024.0076
https://doi.org/10.1089/aut.2024.0076
https://doi.org/10.5334/ijelt.81
https://doi.org/10.1177/00220574211025059
https://doi.org/10.1177/00220574211025059
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069400.2021.2020507
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069400.2021.2020507
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2012.721351
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.4045
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.4045
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2020.00081
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2020.00081
https://doi.org/10.5334/ijelt.74
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/What-do-students-think-of-contextual-admissions-HEPI-Policy-Note-14-Embargoed-25.07.19.pdf
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/What-do-students-think-of-contextual-admissions-HEPI-Policy-Note-14-Embargoed-25.07.19.pdf
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/What-do-students-think-of-contextual-admissions-HEPI-Policy-Note-14-Embargoed-25.07.19.pdf
https://doi.org/10.2190/DRYC-CXQ9-JQ8V-HT4V
https://doi.org/10.1177/15210251211019379
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2021.540027
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2021.540027
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-818630-5.14060-6
https://doi.org/10.53841/bpsadm.2023.15.1.17
https://doi.org/10.53841/bpsadm.2023.15.1.17

Elite University.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 100, no.
5: 838-852. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0021956.

Johnson, S. 2019. “Edinburgh University Principal Admits Lowering
Entry Grades for Poor Could Mean Others Miss Out.” Telegraph, 14
February, 2019. www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2019/02/14/edinburgh-
university-principal-admits-lowering-entry-grades/.

Kallio, H., A. M. Pietild, M. Johnson, and M. Kangasniemi. 2016.
“Systematic Methodological Review: Developing a Framework for a
Qualitative Semi-Structured Interview Guide.” Journal of Advanced
Nursing 72, no. 12: 2954-2965. https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.13031.

Kam, S. Y., and K. D. Prihadi. 2021. “Why Students Tend to Compare
Themselves With Each Other? The Role of Mattering and Unconditional
Self-Acceptance.” International Journal of Evaluation and Research
in Education 10, no. 2: 441-447. https://doi.org/10.11591/ijere.v10i2.
21238.

Liu, A. 2011. “Unravelling the Myth of Meritocracy Within the Context
of US Higher Education.” Higher Education 62, no. 4: 383-397.

Liu, G. X. Y., and C. C. Helwig. 2020. “Autonomy, Social Inequality,
and Support in Chinese Urban and Rural Adolescents’ Reasoning
About the Chinese College Entrance Examination (Gaokao).” Journal of
Adolescent Research 37, no. 5: 639-671.

McGrath, C., P. J. Palmgren, and M. Liljedahl. 2019. “Twelve Tips for
Conducting Qualitative Research Interviews.” Medical Teacher 41, no.
9:1002-1006. https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2018.1497149.

McMillan, W. 2013. “Transition to University: The Role Played by
Emotion.” European Journal of Dental Education 17, no. 3: 169-176.
https://doi.org/10.1111/EJE.12026.

Mountford-Zimdars, A., and J. Moore. 2020. “Identifying Merit and
Potential Beyond Grades: Opportunities and Challenges in Using
Contextual Data in Undergraduate Admissions at Nine Highly Selective
English Universities.” Oxford Review of Education 46, no. 6: 752-769.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2020.1785413.

Mountford-Zimdars, A., J. Moore, and J. Graham. 2016. “Is
Contextualised Admission the Answer to the Access Challenge?”
Perspectives: Policy and Practice in Higher Education 20, no. 4: 143-150.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603108.2016.1203369.

Office for Students. 2018. A New Approach to Regulating Access and
Participation in English Higher Education: Consultation Outcomes.
Office for Students.

OfS. 2020. “Our Approach to Access and Participation.” OfS
Website. https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/advice-and-guida
nce/promoting-equal-opportunities/our-approach-to-access-and-
participation/.

O'Sullivan, K., N. Bird, J. Robson, and N. Winters. 2019. “Academic
Identity, Confidence and Belonging: The Role of Contextualised
Admissions and Foundation Years in Higher Education.” British
Educational Research Journal 45, no. 3: 554-575. https://doi.org/10.
1002/ber;j.3513.

OxPolicy. 2016. “Contextual Admissions: A Method of Improving
Accessibility to Oxbridge?” www.oxpolicy.co.uk/portfolio/increasing
-accessibility-to-oxbridge/.

Oyama, Y., E. Manalo, and Y. Nakatani. 2018. “The Hemingway Effect:
How Failing to Finish a Task Can Have a Positive Effect on Motivation.”
Thinking Skills and Creativity 30: 7-18. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tsc.
2018.01.001.

Patton, M. Q. 2014. Qualitative Research & Evaluation Methods:
Integrating Theory and Practice. Sage Publications.

Penn, E. 2024. “Exploring Normative Frameworks of Fairness
Through (Relational) Institutional Habitus in Oxford's Undergraduate
Admissions Process.” British Journal of Sociology 75: 519-534. https://
doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.13101.

Rowbottom, N. 2017. “Widening Participation and Contextual Entry
Policy in Accounting and Finance.” Accounting Education 26, no. 3:
242-264. https://doi.org/10.1080/09639284.2017.1284004.

Schwartz, S.2004. Fair Admissionsto Higher Education: Recommendations
for Good Practice. HMSO. https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/5284/1/finalreport.pdf.

Sharp, E., R. Wray, and R. Maxwell. 2020. “Improving Student Retention
Through Enhanced Academic and Pastoral Support: A Case Study.”
Innovative Practice in Higher Education 4, no. 1: 39-56.

Shu, F., S. F. Ahmed, M. L. Pickett, R. Ayman, and S. T. McAbee. 2020.
“Social Support Perceptions, Network Characteristics, and International
Student Adjustment.” International Journal of Intercultural Relations
74:136-148. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2019.11.002.

Smith, J., and F. Dunworth. 2003. “Qualitative Methodology.” Handbook
of Developmental Psychology: 603-621.

Smith,J. A., P. Flowers,and M. Larkin. 2009. Interpretive Phenomenological
Analysis: Theory, Method and Research. SAGE Publications Ltd.

Sutton Trust. 2021. “Universities and Social Mobility: Summary
Report.”  https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/
Universities-and-social-mobility-final-summary.pdf.

Symonds, J. E., D. Jindal-Snape, C. L. Bagnall, E. F. Hannah, and
W. Barlow. 2023. “School Transitions in Human and Adolescent
Development.” In Reference Module in Neuroscience and Biobehavioural
Psychology, 306-313. Elsevier. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-323-
96023-6.00001-4.

Tate, A., and J. Glazzard. 2024. “Immersed in the Transitioning
Higher Education Sector: The Impact of Transitions in the Higher
Education Sector in England on Staff and Students.” International
Journal of Educational and Life Transitions 3, no. 1. https://doi.org/
10.5334/ijelt.77.

Tett, L., V. E. Cree, and H. Christie. 2017. “From Further to Higher
Education: Transition as an On-Going Process.” Higher Education 73:
389-406. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-016-0101-1.

Voelkle, M. C., and N. Sander. 2008. “A Structural Equation Approach
to Discrete-Time Survival Analysis.” Journal of Individual Differences
29:134-147. https://doi.org/10.1027/1614-0001.29.3.134.

Willig, C. 2017. “Interpretation in Qualitative Research.” In The SAGE
Handbook of Qualitative Research in Psychology, 274-288. SAGE
Publications Ltd.

Winstone, N. E., and J. A. Hulme. 2019. ““Duck to Water’ or ‘Fish Out
of Water’? Diversity in the Experience of Negotiating the Transition to
University.” In Engaging Student Voices in Higher Education, 159-174.
Cham: Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-
3-030-20824-0_10.

Appendix 1

Interview Questions

1. Did you know what a contextual offer was before you started
applying for University? How did you find out about contextual
offers?

« Was the information helpful?
« Did it make a difference to which university/course you ap-
plied for?

2. Did receiving a contextual offer impact how you felt about com-
ing to university before you came?
« How did you feel?
» Do you think you would have felt different if you did not re-
ceive a contextual offer? Why?

3. Didreceiving a contextual offer impact how you felt in your early
days at university?
« How about academically?
« What about socially?
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10.

Did receiving a contextual offer impact how you felt when you

received your first marks at university?

« Would this have been different if you had not received a con-
textual offer? How?

Did you tell anyone that you got into university on a contextual
offer admission?
+ Why/why not?

Do you think people who receive contextual offers have different
university experiences to those who get in with typical offers?
» If'so, how are experiences different?

What could universities do to better to support students with
contextual offers at every stage (e.g., application, before arrival,
upon arrival)?

« Did you receive any extra support with your contextual offer?

Why do you think universities use contextual offers?

What language is being used? And what should be used?
Adjusted? Minimum? Contextual? Alternative? Does the lan-
guage matter?

How is awareness of contextual offers, prior to and at university?
Do you think there needs to be more/less of this?
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