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Recommended Action 
 

    Senate is asked to note the report. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Publication: Open 

Summary 
 
The attached paper provides an overview of the Final Internal Audit Report for  Widening 
Participation for 2015/16. 

 
One action required. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FINAL INTERNAL AUDIT REPORT 2015/16 
WIDENING PARTICIPATION AUDIT 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Opinion and Recommendation Classification 
 

A Substantial level of assurance can be given to the adequacy and effectiveness of the system of internal 
control over Widening Participation at the time of our audit and limited to the scope. Substantial assurance 
is defined as, “While there is a basically sound system of internal control, there are weaknesses, which 
put some of the client’s objectives at risk. There is evidence that the level of non-compliance with some 
of the control processes may put some of the client’s objectives at risk”. 

 
 

As a result of our audit, the following recommendations have been raised. 
 
 

Recommendation Type Number 
Priority One - 
Priority Two 1 
Priority Three 2 



INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 The Widening Participation Outreach Team run a variety of widening participation activities and 
schemes to help young people gain access to, benefit from and succeed in higher education. 

1.2 Widening Participation (WP) activities are targeted at London state school students who meet at least 
one of the following criteria: 

 
• From families where there is no previous history of higher education 
• Underrepresented groups such e.g. white working class males, some BME students 
• Student from low income backgrounds or low participation neighbourhoods 
• Looked after children or Care Leavers 
• Disabled students 

 
1.3 The team deliver a large number of activities throughout the year, including: 

 
• Maths and English tutoring 
• School visits to the university from Year 6 - Year 12 
• Masterclasses in Business, Law, Journalism and Engineering for year 12 
• Industry Days providing insight into the world of work direct from employers 
• 1:1 Careers Guidance interviews delivered by our fully qualified careers advisers 
• Careers and progression talks in school 
• Careers advisers and City students can attend parents events 
• Employ 180 Student Ambassadors to work on our events and activities 
• A wide range of university taster weeks including Engineering, Business, Law, Health, 

Psychology and Music 1 

 
1.4 The Widening Participation Outreach (WPO) Team consists of the WPO Manager, four WP Project 

Officers, a WP Projects Careers Adviser and a WPO Projects Assistant who all form part of the 
Student Experience Team, which is part of Student and Academic Services. There is now a 
Retention and Success Manager and Team who provide leadership for the Access Agreement. 

1.5 The Access Agreement which is created annually sets out the tuition fee arrangements for new 
entrants and “lays out the University’s commitments to outreach and student success work”.2 

1.6 The University reports to the Office for Fair Access (OFFA), which is the independent regulator of 
fair access to higher education in England through the Access Agreement, which they approve and 
monitor. OFFA believes that “everyone with the potential and ambition to succeed in higher 
education should have equal opportunity to do so, whatever their income or background”. 3 

1.7 City University London spends 20% (21.5% from 2016/17) of its additional tuition fee income on 
WP for support, activities and interventions. This was broken down so that 8% was allocated for 
2015/16 for financial support, 5.8% for outreach, 4% for student succession and 2.2% for 
progression.4 

1.8 For 2014/15, the overall investment in widening participation activity and financial support totalled 
£3,574,826.5 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

1 http://www.city.ac.uk/for-school-and-college-liaison/widening-participation 
2 Quote extracted from page 1 of the University’s Access Agreement 2015/16 
3 https://www.offa.org.uk/ 
4 Data extracted from page 5 of the University’s Access Agreement 2015/16 
5 Figure extracted from the Access Agreement monitoring report for 2014/15 

http://www.city.ac.uk/for-school-and-college-liaison/widening-participation
http://www.city.ac.uk/for-school-and-college-liaison/widening-participation
http://www.offa.org.uk/


AUDIT SCOPE AND APPROACH 
 

2.1 The audit approach was to develop an assessment of risks and management controls operating 
within each area of the scope. 

 
2.2 The audit included the following areas: 

 
• Strategic targets and milestones; 
• Engagement activities; 
• Bursaries and financial support; and 
• Monitoring and reporting. 

 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
3.1 Areas of Good Practice Identified 

 
• Access agreement – This comprehensive agreement serves as the strategy for widening 

participation and aligns with the University strategy. It contains targets and milestones and 
information on what the University will do to meet access requirements, as per the guidance offered 
by OFFA.  The agreement has also received praiseworthy comments from OFFA policy advisers. 

• Accountability and oversight of the agreement – The DVC is accountable for the implementation 
of the access agreement and approves it before it is sent to OFFA. The Access and Success sub- 
committee also have oversight of the agreement and meet bi-monthly to discuss access 
(WP/outreach) and success (student development, support, retention and progression) as well as 
reviewing the agreement and the annual monitoring return. Members include a variety of staff from 
Schools and relevant professional services. 

• Diverse range of WP activity – A number of diverse WP activities take place throughout the year 
for pupils from primary school to sixth form including mentoring, careers guidance, masterclasses, 
campus visits and parents’ evenings for parents. 

• Local community engagement – WP activity engages with the local community through its work 
with a number of local schools in London (primary and secondary) including the local college with 
which it has a strategic partnership. 

• Evaluations of activities – These are carried out after each event and annually for each activity 
type as a summary overall view of the events run in the year. The annual evaluations are completed 
using a template and include statistics, aims, quotes from pupils, what worked well and what could 
be improved to understand the impact of the activities. 

• Funding for WP activities and financial support – 20% of additional tuition fee income is allocated 
to support, activities and interventions with financial support receiving the largest proportion of the 
fund followed by outreach work. 

• Financial support allocation – From a sample of 15 awards for various bursaries, each award was 
allocated to students who met the eligibility criteria (which are clearly stated on the University web 
pages) and so were most in need. Eligibility criteria include household income, which is determined 
by Student Finance England for objectivity, with awards being prioritised to those with the lowest 
household income. Also, bursaries are paid annually so students must complete their course to 
receive the full amount. Priority for the awards is given to students with disabilities, care leavers and 
mature students. 

• Annual reporting to OFFA – The annual monitoring return is authorised by the DVC and sent to 
OFFA for review. It contains data on expenditure on activities and financial support, student 
numbers, HESA performance indicators and progress on milestones and targets as well as 
performance summaries against each target/milestone. The template from OFFA is used to ensure 



that the key information is included as required. There is an annual report produced by the WP team 
which is shared internally and placed on the University web pages. 

• HEAT tracking – City has participated in the very recently introduced system of longitudinal tracking 
of students who have participated in WP activities through their student life-course until they enter 
the workplace. Relevant details are stored on a database with their permission to help create 
evaluative data to assess the impact of WP on student outcomes. 

 
 
3.2 Key Issues Identified 

 
• Impact of financial support on student retention – Although OFFA has not yet demanded data 

on how the University measures and monitors the impact, as such this is not being evaluated at the 
time of the audit. In 2014-15, 28 out of 279 awards from four bursaries (10%) were allocated to 
students who later withdrew from their courses. In addition, there is no evaluation of whether the 
8% of additional tuition fee income out of 20% allocated to financial support is sufficient or excessive 
and effective or not. 

• Targets and milestones – It was identified that whilst there are WP targets and milestones identified 
in the access agreement, some of the targets are quite vague with no further details provided in the 
commentary section and are not SMART. The targets and milestones are reviewed once a year so 
there are no interim reviews on their progress, therefore any problems achieving them will not be 
highlighted at an early stage and so cannot be resolved before the yearly reporting date to OFFA. 

• CULSP award bands – The access agreement states that for the City University London 
Scholarship Programme, the awards will be allocated in bands depending on priority need ranging 
from band 1 which offers the maximum amount of £1400, band 2 offering £1000 and band 3 offering 
£800. However, students were only awarded £1400 or £1000 and the banding system was not 
known about by the Financial Support Team, leading to fewer students receiving financial support 
and showing miscommunication. 

• Financial literacy programme – This was included in the access agreement’s programme of 
initiatives as an activity that would be carried out but it has been put on hold due to the staff member 
managing it having left. This programme is not included as a target or milestone however and so 
no recommendation will be raised. 



Detailed Recommendations 
 

4.1 Impact of financial support on student retention 
Rationale 
The guidance notes for developing the 2017/18 Access Agreement state that OFFA will be assessing 
the quality of the evaluative work universities carry out and that it should be used when making 
decisions on support packages to explain how investment in financial support will help to improve 
access, student success and/or progression of under-represented and disadvantaged groups. It also 
states that to enable universities to properly support activity through access agreements, they should 
consider moving resources away from financial support where there is no strong evidence that this 
financial support is having an impact. Therefore, the impact of financial support on student retention 
should be measured to understand if financial resources are effectively allocated and if allocating the 
largest share of the 20% of tuition fee income will have the most advantageous outcome. 

 
It was identified that although OFFA has not yet demanded data on how the University measures and 
monitors the impact of financial support on student retention, this is not currently being evaluated by 
the University at the time of the audit. In 2014-15, 28 out of 279 awards from four bursaries (10%) 
were allocated to students who later withdrew from their courses. In addition, it was also identified 
that there is no evaluation of whether the 8% of additional tuition fee income out of 20% allocated to 
financial support, is sufficient and effective or not. 

There is an increased risk that if the impact of financial support on student retention is not effectively 
measured and monitored, the University will be unaware if it is making the best use of its widening 
participation resources. Financial support could be provided but it may not help widening participating 
students as desired and it may not help retain those students. Activities that have more of an impact 
would therefore receive less funding and so may not be as successful and effective as they could 
have been. 
Recommendation Priority 
A mechanism to evaluate the impact of financial support 
on retention should be implemented and the results 
reviewed to determine the amount of funding financial 
support should receive. 

 
Once OFFA release details of their statistical model for 
assessing the impact of the student bursaries, the 
University should introduce it and commence collecting 
and analysing the data. 

 
 
 
 

Two 

Management Response 
Agree: Student and Academic Services and Marketing and Communications have jointly commissioned an 
external research company to review and evaluate City’s main scholarship and bursary provision. This will 
include the suite of Access Agreement resourced bursaries. The review will include survey/focus groups with 
students in receipt of awards, review of processes and assessment of award eligibility and statistical analysis 
to determine any impact of awards on student retention. This is in direct response to OFFA’s recommendation 
to the sector that HEIs conduct this type of work. Depending on results we will modify the number/value/targeting 
of awards. This may include reducing or removing awards to re-invest in other activity (which would be in 
keeping with OFFA guidance). This is due to be completed over summer 2016. As a result we would also aim 
to produce a methodology for ongoing evaluation of impact of awards. 

 
This coincides with and will run alongside OFFA’s own research with selected HEIs to develop a standardised 
toolkit for evaluating this provision. It is not clear if this will be a ‘statistical model’ or a more qualitative approach. 

 
It is correct to note that this is being undertaken to establish whether resource is being directed efficiently on 
what works, as opposed to direct requirements from OFFA to report on impact in an explicit way on an annual 
basis. 
Target 
Date 

October 2016 Responsibility Michael Bennett (in liaison with 
Kate Timms in Marketing and 
Communications who is leading) 



4.2 Targets and milestones 
Rationale 
Targets and milestones set by the University should be stretching and clearly defined, as per the 
guidance notes for developing the 2017/18 Access Agreement. They should also contain 
sufficient detail and be SMART where possible. Although OFFA requires an annual review, they 
should be more regularly reviewed for effective monitoring of their achievement. 

 

It was identified that whilst there are WP targets and milestones identified in the access 
agreement that have been reviewed by OFFA, some of the targets are quite vague with no further 
details provided in the commentary section and are not SMART. For example, one target is 
“mentoring scheme”, with no further details given. The targets and milestones are reviewed once 
a year, so there are no interim reviews on their progress. 

 
 
There is an increased risk that if targets are not SMART, staff will not know what exactly needs 
to be achieved, making it difficult to meet them. Also, reviewing the targets and milestones 
annually only means that any problems achieving them will not be highlighted at an early stage 
and so they cannot be resolved in advance of the yearly reporting date to OFFA. 

Recommendation Priority 
The targets and milestones stated in the Access 
Agreement should contain details that explain what 
exactly the University aims to achieve such as how many 
students it wants to work with, or how many events it 
wishes to run or what level it wishes the students to 
achieve for example. 

 
An interim six month review should take place to monitor 
how likely the targets are to be met at the end of the year. 
If they are not likely to be met, measures should be put 
into place to ensure they are achieved, with regular 
monitoring of the milestones taking place before the 
monitoring return to OFFA is completed. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Three 

Management Response 
Partially Agree – The example given is vague due to the nature of how these are laid out to OFFA 
(i.e. based on an incomplete picture). The reporting document with the targets and milestones 
refers back to the respective Access Agreement submission – the two documents need to be 
reviewed in tandem (e.g. A target is set out in more detail in the 2014/15 Access Agreement 
submission – the table provided in January 2016’s Annual Reporting (on year 2014/15) only 
captures the minimum info and is formatted that way by OFFA. 

 
That said, the targets set out in the Access Agreement are ‘headlines’ which do need to then be 
laid out in the SMART format to be delivered by the respective teams. The Retention and 
Success Manager who coordinates the Access Agreement will liaise with relevant team leaders 
to ensure this is understood and teams are working to deliver the Access Agreement as 
embedded in their work and expressed as SMART. 

 
As part of this, we are reviewing the WP function in order to assess overall objectives and specific 
goals of each project in order to make clear what each activity sets out to achieve, why, and how 
that can be measured. At this point we will establish new objectives and measures for each 
activity which can then be incorporated into the Access Agreement. 

Target 
Date 

August 2017 Responsibility Michael Bennett/Maggie 
Cunningham/Sarah Wood 



4.3 CULSP award bands 
Rationale 

 
The City University London Scholarship Programme details provided in the Access Agreement 
and on the University web pages should be accurate and correct and followed by the University 
in practice. 

 
It was identified that the University webpage and the Access Agreement state that for the City 
University London Scholarship Programme, the awards will be allocated in bands depending on 
priority need, ranging from band 1 which offers the maximum amount of £1400, band 2 offering 
£1000 and band 3 offering £800. However, students were only awarded £1400 or £1000 and 
the banding system was not known about by the Financial Support Team who allocate the 
awards.  The team felt that £800 was too small an amount to offer. 

There is an increased risk that the University may not meet the requirements of OFFA if it does 
not administer scholarships in the way it states it would. In addition, reputational damage could 
occur if students were to realise that the University provided false information on the website and 
that miscommunication occurred between departments. Awarding fewer students the higher 
amount can lead to fewer students receiving financial support. 

Recommendation Priority 
 
There should be agreement over the banding to be used 
to ensure that amounts are allocated according to the 
access agreement. 

 
This should then be amended on the website and in the 
Access Agreement or changed in practice when 
allocating the scholarship amounts. 

 
 
 
 

Three 

Management Response 
Agree – Financial Advisers in Student Centre have responsibility for administering awards and 
set up the banding. This may not have been fully understood due to the departure of the team 
member who set up the scheme and proposed the banding. Regular checkpoints to be 
introduced to ensure awards are proceeding in line with each scheme. 

 
Action will be dependent on outcomes outlined in response to Recommendation (4.1) above. 

Target 
Date 

September 2016 Responsibility Michael Bennett 



Appendix 1 – Assurance Definitions and Priority Levels 
 
 
In order to assist management in using our reports: 

a) We categorise our opinions according to our assessment of the controls in place and the level of 
compliance with these controls. 

 

Full 
Assurance 

There is a sound system of control designed to achieve the system objectives and 
the controls are being consistently applied. 

Substantial 
Assurance 

While there is a basically sound system, there are weaknesses which put some of 
the system objectives at risk, and/or there is evidence that the level of non- 
compliance with some of the controls may put some of the system objectives at 
risk. 

Limited 
Assurance 

Weaknesses in the system of controls are such as to put the system objectives at 
risk, and/or the level of non-compliance puts the system objectives at risk. 

No 
Assurance 

Control is generally weak, leaving the system open to significant error or abuse, 
and/or significant non-compliance with basic controls leaves the system open to 
error or abuse. 

 
 

b) We categorise our recommendations according to their level of priority. 

Priority 1 Critical business risk not being adequately addressed; weaknesses in key business 
control; substantial non-conformance with regulations and accepted standards. 

 
Priority 2 Important  business issues to be addressed;  improvement  area;    inadequate risk 

identification or reduction; non-conformance with regulations. 

Priority 3 Minor  non-conformances with the business management system;    other business 
issues to be addressed, good working practices. 
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