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Attendees were divided into three groups, facilitated by leading 
experts, to develop the recommendations set out in this report. 
The groups were led by Dr Tessa Stone, Chief Executive, Brightside, 
Chris Kirk, Partner, Government and Public Sector, PwC, and Dr Geoff 
Parks, Head of Admissions, University of Cambridge. As Teach First 
Ambassador, Robin Scher, said, “Throughout the day there was a 
typical Teach First buzz and a belief that the strategies that we  
came up with could genuinely help pupils nationwide.”

By working with Teach First, universities can help to encourage 
the most exceptional graduates to apply to join our Leadership 
Development Programme. These participants, all of whom  
work in schools in challenging circumstances, work to raise the 
achievement, access to opportunity and aspirations of children  
from low socio-economic backgrounds. Those pupils are supported 
and encouraged on to university by our teachers and through our 
Higher Education Access Programme for Schools, thereby creating 
a virtuous circle. Our partnerships with universities are therefore 
absolutely key to our mission to address educational disadvantage 
and reciprocally beneficial to those institutions in their work to  
widen access. 

Overall, the recommendations set out here are far-reaching, with 
implications for schools, for businesses and Teach First itself. In 
the current climate, we hope that this report will be valuable to 
universities and to all those organisations and individuals  
committed to ensuring that every child succeeds.

On a clear, sunny day in March 2011, Teach First hosted its inaugural 
Higher Education Access Summit at Corpus Christi College, the University 
of Cambridge. 

We were joined by our patron, HRH The Prince of Wales, our newest trustee, 
Lord Andrew Adonis, and the Government Advocate for Access to Higher 
Education, the Rt Hon Simon Hughes MP. 

The one-day event was unique in that it was the first time a group of partners and supporting 
organisations – comprising business leaders, third sector organisations, universities and 
teachers – had been brought together by Teach First to come up with practical, innovative ways 
to widen university access for young people from low socio-economic backgrounds.

Access to higher education is a critical issue for Teach First. We know that a culture of aspiration 
has to be engendered in pupils earlier than sixth form. Furthermore, we have developed the 
highly successful Higher Education Access Programme for Schools. This uses a variety of 
mechanisms, including the mentoring of sixth-form students by Teach First ambassadors and 
a programme of motivational events and university trips, to inspire and equip the most able 
young people from low socio-economic backgrounds to apply, and successfully progress to, the 
UK’s leading universities. Some of the students mentored as part of this programme were also in 
attendance at the Access Summit. 

As universities raise their tuition fees – and speculation mounts as to the impact this could 
potentially have on the numbers of pupils from low socio-economic backgrounds moving on to 
higher education – the Summit was a prime example of the importance of collaboration, and 
shared responsibility across sectors, in order to ensure that every young person receives the 
education that he or she deserves at every stage.
 

Foreword, Brett Wigdortz
Founder and CEO, Teach First

The key recommendation, endorsed by the Office for Fair Access (OFFA), 
is that universities, as part of their access agreements, should work with 
Teach First as a means of most effectively widening access to young 
people from low socio-economic backgrounds.

Brett Wigdortz 
Founder & CEO
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Supporting Foreword, Lord Andrew Adonis
Teach First Trustee

In the UK, the link between low family income and poor educational 
attainment is greater than in almost any other developed country.  
It doesn’t have to be this way. Teach First enables its participants and 
ambassadors in the classroom to raise the achievement, aspirations,  
and access to opportunity of children from low socio-economic 
backgrounds, whilst developing a network of future leaders with a  
life-long commitment to ending inequality in education from both  
inside and outside the classroom.

Teach First is an independent charity with a 
mission to address educational disadvantage 
by transforming exceptional graduates into 
inspirational, effective teachers and leaders 
in all fields. 

Did you know?
Only 10% of teachers would consider teaching in a school in challenging 
circumstances. All Teach First teachers choose to teach in schools in  
challenging circumstances (TDA report)

Just 16% of pupils who are eligible for free school meals progress to university,  
in comparison to 96% of young people educated in independent schools  
(Sutton Trust 2010)

In 2009 only 38% of pupils from schools in the most deprived 10% of postcodes 
achieved five A-C grades including English and maths. In the same year, 63% of 
pupils from the least deprived 10% achieved this benchmark (DfE 2010)

A survey for The Prince’s Trust has warned that the UK is developing a “youth 
underclass” and a widening “aspiration gap” between rich and poor. A survey of 
more than 2,300 people aged 16-24 suggested those from deprived backgrounds 
were three times more likely to say that they will “end up on benefits” (May 2011)

10%
16%
38%
2,300

It was a great privilege to attend the 
Higher Education Access Summit in 
what was my first official engagement  
as a Teach First Trustee. I wholeheartedly  
welcome the recommendations set out 
in the report and its contribution to the 

debate surrounding university access, particularly for those 
pupils from schools in challenging circumstances.
 
Teach First’s passion is to extend opportunity and to 
ensure that everybody gets the best chances in life, 
regardless of their background. School by school, Teach 
First is making a transformational difference. For the first 
time, the charity is linking our universities with schools in 
challenging circumstances – enthusiastic and dynamic 
participants then work to raise the aspirations of the pupils 
in those schools. In doing so, Teach First is promoting and 
encouraging recruitment to schools where great teachers 
can make a significant difference. This includes creating 
opportunities for young people to consider transitioning 
onto higher education.
 

Overall, I am looking forward to supporting Teach First to 
implement the broad range of recommendations set out in 
the report. I am delighted that OFFA has agreed to endorse 
universities working with Teach First as a means of meeting 
their widening access agendas and I am pleased that the 
report offers practical steps as to how this can be done.
 
I hope that you find the report useful and enjoy the  
case studies, quotes and anecdotes gathered from  
business leaders, third sector organisations, universities, 
teachers and pupils that are included throughout. It is 
through these key partnerships that we can work to  
widen access, together.

“I wholeheartedly welcome the recommendations set out 
in the report and its contribution to the debate surrounding 
university access, particularly for those pupils from schools 

in challenging circumstances.”

Lord Andrew Adonis 
Teach First Trustee
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Teach First’s Higher Education Access Programme for Schools has seen 
some fantastic results since its inception more than three years ago. 
The programme has worked with more than 750 young people in sixth  
form in some 50 schools across London since 2008. 

‘Participant’ 
 

Someone who is undertaking 
Teach First’s two-year Leadership 

Development Programme

“…recruiting and inspiring subject teachers 
who see teaching as leadership has been the 
mission of Teach First for the last nine years 
and the fact that so many have applied to 
teach in schools in the most challenging 
circumstances this year, that’s 9% of eligible 
Oxbridge final year students, …is illustrative 
of what can be achieved and underlines the 
degree to which so many of the university 
admissions departments and careers services 
have provided such marvellous assistance.”

‘Ambassador’

A graduate of Teach First’s two-year  
Leadership Development Programme

Teach First ambassadors each work with two sixth-
form students over 17 months as a mentor to empower 
them to make informed decisions with regards to 
university progression. The programme focuses on raising 
achievement, access to opportunity and aspirations. All 
those that are mentored are eligible for Free School Meals 
(FSM) – or previously EMA – and/or have no parental history  
of UK higher education. Teach First provides a programme  
of interventions to provide focus for mentoring sessions  
 in the form of university trips (Oxford, Southampton  
and Warwick), a residential at Cambridge, an Oxbridge 
support group and additional subject enrichment and 
access activities. 

72% of last year’s group went on to higher education 
institutions, with 61% attending their first choice. Four 
students have been made Oxbridge offers this year. 

“… [They] found a three-day internship 
at ARUP, which is one of the biggest 
engineering organisations out there. I was 
also provided with the opportunity of having 
pre-Oxford interview practice which I feel 
placed me in a strong position and really set 
me up. I am confident in saying that without 
the help and support of my mum, my maths 
teacher and all the people at the Higher 
Education Access Programme for Schools  
I wouldn’t have made it this far.”
Richard Eid 
Mentee with an offer to read engineering  
at the University of Oxford this year

HRH The Prince of Wales 
Teach First Patron

Teach First Patron, HRH The Prince of Wales, speaking at the 
Teach First Access Summit, Cambridge, 14 March 2011
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What might this look like? 

Bursaries

•	 Universities	can	offer	financial	bursaries	to	students	joining	Teach	First	to:
	 •	 Incentivise	them	to	apply.
	 •	 Provide	financial	assistance	between	graduation	and	starting	in	a	school.
	 •	 Encourage	those	students	to	inspire	their	future	pupils	to	apply	to	the	 

 university they attended.

Colleges at the University of Oxford currently have bursary schemes in place.

Campus Recruitment

•	 Universities	can	support	Teach	First	graduate	recruitment	initiatives.	These	
include careers fairs, venue hire for presentations, catering provision and CAS 
advertising amongst others. 

Teach First’s Higher Education Access Programme for Schools

•	 Universities	can	support	Teach	First’s	Higher	Education	Access	Programme	 
 by funding aspects which are currently chargeable to Teach First (including  
 venues, catering, transport costs and training for our mentors).
 
Teach First Office

•	 Universities	can	fund	an	office	on	campus	(space	and	salary)	so	that	a	
Teach First employee can work to widen contacts across the institution, 
to aid recruitment of graduates and support the Higher Education Access 
Programme for Schools, as well as to connect Teach First partner schools  
with widening access initiatives.

Recommendations
How universities can work with Teach First to widen access

Universities should include ‘working 
with Teach First’ in their 2012-13 access 
agreements as a means of demonstrating 
their commitment to widening access. 

Further recommendations 

“OFFA is strongly supportive of Teach First’s commitment to raising the  
achievement, access to opportunity and aspirations of pupils from low  
socio-economic backgrounds. We are therefore happy for universities to  
include their work with Teach First among the commitments in their  
access agreements with us, and to include any related expenditure  
within their agreements. 

“This work could include the costs incurred in establishing and maintaining 
recruitment of graduates to Teach First, as well as training sessions for  
graduates offered a Teach First place in how best to support their future  
pupils to progress to higher education.”

Sir Graeme Davies 
Director of Fair Access

•	 Universities	should	provide	a	central	point	of	contact	who	works	with	Teach	First	to	
identify core groups within the institution to target for recruitment.

•	 They	should	find	academic	champions	who	can	encourage	applications	to	Teach	First	
and provide taster lectures for sixth-form students mentored as part of the Higher 
Education Access Programme for Schools.

•	 Teach	First	should	share	with	universities	the	methods	used	by	Teach	for	America	in	
garnering support from Ivy League universities where 15% of the graduating class 
apply to the programme. 

•	 University	students	would	be	more	inclined	to	apply	for	Teach	First	if	there	was	a	
chance for them to gain experience working in schools. This would ultimately help 
them to decide whether or not to apply and give them a sense of the skills required to 
be successful at application. Teach First should investigate the feasibility of such an 
initiative and determine what support would be needed from universities and schools 
for its implementation.
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Recommendations
How universities can work with schools to widen access

We need to maximise the push from schools  
and the pull from universities in terms of 
encouraging greater access to higher education 
and assess where incentives for cross-sector 
working can be created at all levels.
Initial Teacher Training
•	 During	training	and	through	continuing	professional		
 development, university Initial Teacher Training  
 providers should place an emphasis on how teachers  
 can encourage pupils to enter higher education.
 
“Pupils need to know about university from a 
young age, and working with universities to 
dispel any myths that ‘university is not for me’ 
is really important. As well as this, inspiring 
teaching is what leads pupils to want to study 
a subject at greater depth, and so by inspiring 
teachers about their subject, we can inspire  
their pupils.”
Katherine Rowley Conwy,  
Teach First Ambassador

Advice and guidance
•	 Universities	should	support	schools	during	inset	periods	 
 by providing advice and guidance to pupils e.g. pupils 
 need to understand the financial implications of going  
 to university and how they can manage this.
•	 Students	at	university	who	reach	out	to	pupils	in	schools	 
 can benefit themselves by including this experience on  
 their CVs.
 
One Teach First ambassador at the Summit said, 

“I will introduce how student fees are paid 
for early on in the year, to discourage the 
misconception that they are paid for upfront.  
I want to join up the work I am doing with  
the sixth form with the younger years, and  
invite younger years to outreach events that  
I might be holding for sixth formers.”

 Academics as governors
•	 More	academics	should	be	encouraged	to	become	school		
 governors and could be rewarded for this in terms of their  
 career progression.
 
“Academics are measured by their research 
output and it is very difficult therefore to 
incentivise outreach activities…We need perhaps 
better recognition of…this sort of work as part  
of what university staff should be doing.” 
Dr Tessa Stone,  
Chief Executive, Brightside
 
National University Week
•	 Schools	and	universities	could	work	together	on	a		
 National University Week where pupils could be taken  
 off-timetable to learn more about going to university.
 
Retention through mentoring
•	 Schools	should	develop	ways	of	supporting	their	 
 former pupils in their first year to continue their  
 university studies.
•	 Universities	should	develop	a	mentoring	scheme	 
 where first-year students are mentored by  
 third-year students.
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Many pupils at Quintin Kynaston School in North West London 
come from low socio-economic backgrounds, yet the school 
enables 100% of sixth formers to progress to university by 
beginning the process of thinking about higher education as 
soon as pupils join in Year 7. 

The notion of preparing for higher education is embedded 
within the school ethos and has been established in a variety 
of ways. From Year 7, pupils are encouraged to think about 
higher education through Aim Higher and Summer Schools. 
Furthermore, Quintin Kynaston has a specific link with the 
London School of Economics and its widening access scheme. 

The school employs ex-pupils who are at university as part-time 
Youth Advisors and graduates who are ex-pupils as Student 
Learning Advisors, many of whom aspire to become teachers 
themselves. Student voice is very strong within the school and 
this also encourages the pupils to develop skills and experience 
geared towards life within higher education.

(Quintin Kynaston school enables 100% of sixth formers to progress to university by  
beginning the process of thinking about higher education as soon as pupils join in Year 7).  

School Case Study:
Quintin Kynaston School in North West London100%
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•	 Businesses	should	develop	an	internship	programme	 
 for gifted A-Level pupils from schools in challenging  
 circumstances to experience the world of work.
•	 Businesses	should	develop	further	outreach	activities	

with schools using a toolkit developed in conjunction 
with education experts.

•	 Business	volunteers	should	mentor	pupils	needing	
specialist subject support.

•	 An	online	campaign	should	be	developed	to	encourage	
business involvement in education. This would provide 
advice and guidance on careers and the university 
degrees needed to gain access to different sectors. 

•	 Business	networks	should	be	leveraged	to	encourage	
more volunteers to become school governors.

•	 Government	should	listen	to	business	for	advice	as	to	 
the skills graduates need when entering the workforce. 
There should be a single channel of communication for 
them to articulate this guidance.

“Teach First allows us to achieve scale, efficiency and focus, 
through its work with schools in challenging circumstances. We 

are keenly aware of the economic imperative for us to make clear 
the skills and experience we need schools and universities to help 
develop in the workforce of the future, and for the Government to 

listen and respond to our needs in a co-ordinated way.” 

What can Teach First do more  
of to support all of this?
•	 Teach	First	should	specifically	place	participants	to	 

teach in the schools they went to or in schools in  
similar circumstances. 

What data analysis is required?
•	 We	should	try	to	understand	better	the	trajectories	 

of young people leaving school so we can assess  
what	works:	

Examples
•	 A	macro	indicator	of	success	in	widening	access	 

might be for more young people to go to university  
and	acquire	a	2:1.

•	 The	micro	level	is	more	complex	and	needs	to	take	into	
account the anecdotal, i.e. individual case studies of 
successful transition to university. This data is not hard 
and fast but is still important in getting a sense of what 
works in widening access. 

“There’s clear opportunity for partnership, 
collaboration, synergies, all sorts of things. 
I think the missions that the universities 
represented at the meetings are working 
towards, just line up so well with what  
Teach First is all about.”

“The Teach First Access Summit was positive and 
filled with a sense of possibility. It was fantastic 

to see so many of our friends and supporters 
working together to address the critical issue of 

access to higher education. Yet the conversation 
does not stop here. We want to continue the 

dialogue with universities, the business world and 
schools, working together to support pupils to 

negotiate the shifting landscape.” 

14  Widening Access Together – Teach First and the role of partnership

Recommendations
How businesses can be involved

“Teach First creates the space for crucial 
debate to take place between the private 
sector and leading figures in education, 
enabling us to take a joined-up approach.”
Tracey Bloomfield, 
Vice President, EMEA Corporate Philanthropy & Sponsorship, JP Morgan

Chris Kirk 
Partner, Government and Public Sector, PwC

Dr Geoff Parks 
Head of Admissions, University of Cambridge

Dame Julia Cleverdon DCVO CBE 
Chair of Trustees, Teach First



For further information about how your university might  
work with Teach First, please contact: 
James Darley  
Director, Graduate Recruitment  
(jdarley@teachfirst.org.uk / 0203 117 2331)

For further information about Teach First’s Higher Education  
Access Programme for Schools, please contact:  
Graihagh Crawshaw 
Senior Officer, HE Access  
(gcrawshaw@teachfirst.org.uk / 0203 117 2440)

For further information about how business can partner  
with Teach First, please contact:  
Katy Miles  
Senior Officer, Corporate Relations  
(kmiles@teachfirst.org.uk / 0203 117 2436) 

To keep up to date with the latest news and events from  
Teach First, please visit our website www.teachfirst.org.uk

Teach First is a registered charity, number 1098294
Telephone:	0844 880 1800


