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International perspectives 
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The focus of widening participation is different around the world;
• Rural, Indigenous and low socioeconomic populations in 

Australia and New Zealand
• Indigenous, Francophone, rural and low socioeconomic 

populations in Canada
• Racial and ethnic populations in the United States (pre 2003: 

Blacks, Mexican-Americans, Native Americans and mainland 
Puerto Ricans)

• Black African and coloured populations in South Africa 



And in the UK  - Class
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UK Education system

4

Two sets of national exams;
• GCSE – 16
• A Level – 18

School types;
• Private - fee paying
• Grammar Schools – selective at 11 years old
• Comprehensive – most common school type
• Further Education Colleges – provide post 16 education 



How do you widen participation?

• Attraction – activities such as outreach programme that are 
designed to raise aspirations and to support widening 
participation applicants through the selection process.

• Recruitment – ensuring that selection processes themselves do 
not disadvantage widening participation candidates and using 
contextual admissions.

• Retention – ensuring widening participation students are 
supported so they can meet their full potential on the course.



Outreach
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Contextual Admissions
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Support

Gateway courses
• Significantly lower entry requirements 
• Six year course – one more than standard entry courses
• First year is designed to build academic knowledge and confidence
• Once successful completion of the first year the students join the 

regular student cohort
There are now 19 of these courses in the UK up from



Progress to date



Progress to date

Since 2015 increases can be seen in the number of entrants:
• From the lowest POLAR quintile (35%)
• From the lowest Index of Multiple Deprivation quintile (46%)
• From state schools (14%)
• Whose parents do not have HE qualification (11%)
• With disabilities (33%)



Are there risks to reducing entry grades?

‘Undergraduate achievement was inversely related to 
secondary school-level performance. Thus, the predictive 
value of secondary school grades was generally dependent on 
the secondary school in which they were obtained…
Importantly, the findings suggest that the academic entry 
criteria should be relaxed for candidates applying from the 
least well performing secondary schools. In the UK, this would 
translate into a decrease of approximately one to two A-level 
grades’7
Mwandigha LM, Tiffin PA, Paton LW, et alWhat is the effect of secondary (high) schooling on subsequent 
medical school performance? A national, UK-based, cohort study BMJ 
Open 2018;8:e020291. doi: 10.1136/bmjopen-2017-020291



Are there risks to reducing entry grades?

‘This study shows the differences of the available measures 
between gateway students and SEMED students on entry to 
their medical degrees are greater than the differences on exit. 
This provides modest evidence that gateway courses allow 
students from under-represented groups to achieve greater 
academic potential.’

Curtis, S., Smith, D. A comparison of undergraduate outcomes for students from gateway courses and 
standard entry medicine courses. BMC Med Educ 20, 4 (2020). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-019-1918-y



But…

• The same study shows that Gateway students are more likely to 
repeat a year than those on standard entry courses.

• Students on standard entry courses receive higher marks in end of 
medical school assessments.

Disadvantage does not end when a widening participation student 
enters medical school.



Some wider advantages

• Increases the diversity of the student body and enhances the 
learning environment.

• Research from the UK shows that doctors from a widening 
participation background are more likely to return home to 
undertake postgraduate study

• Research also shows they are more likely to become GPs – a 
shortage specialty in the UK

• We need more doctors – this means looking in a larger pool to find 
talent



What is excellence?

• Every study I’ve sited today looks at performance in formal 
assessments – is this all that makes a good doctor?

• Whilst average performance of widening participation students 
might be lower does this matter if they go on to be good doctors?



Thank you
Get in touch

Medical Schools Council

20 Tavistock Square

Woburn House

London WC1H 9HD

admin@medschools.ac.uk

020 7419 5494

@ukmedschools

www.medschools.ac.uk
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