
Research Summary 
 
Project Access is a startup charity that works aims to level the playing field in university 
admissions by widening access to top universities for underprivileged students. We do this 
through two key interventions: online peer mentorship and a tech-enabled application journey. 
Since starting up almost two years ago, we have signed up over 2,000 mentors and helped over 
1,100 applicants.  
 
With our tech-based approach we are more scalable than the other initiatives currently out 
there, and can deliver both content and mentorship support in throughout the application 
process. Because of this, we complement other efforts by enhancing their impact.  
 
Below follows a summary of the research that informs our approach.  
 
 

1. Problem and Opportunity 
 
The attainment gap 
 
As may be expected, the underrepresentation of low-income students at top universities is partly 
explained by an attainment gap, and many schools fail to produce students with the types of 
results that would gain them places at top universities. A study done in the U.K. from 2013 
shows that almost a quarter of England’s sixth forms did not have a single student with the six 
top A-level marks.   1

 
Lower application rates 
 
However, even after taking the attainment gap into account, there remain significant differences 
between application rates for more-advantaged and disadvantaged students. The Sutton Trust 
estimates that there are 3,000 ‘missing’ students from state schools who have the grades to get 
into the UK’s top ten universities, but who don’t go. When narrowing down to look at students 
from the most disadvantaged quintile, HESA finds that there are 1,880 students every year with 
entry qualifications that place them in the top attainment bracket.   2

 
The fact that these 3,000 students have done well in spite of the shortcomings of the school 
system, would also indicate that they are particularly talented, and would be likely to do well at 
university. This is supported by recent research which shows that state school students with 
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ABB in their A-levels do as well at university as independent school students with AAA in their 
A-levels.  This is not taken into account in the application process -- in fact, the reverse is true. 3

 
Lower acceptance rates 
 
Even when they do apply, low-income students tend to have lower acceptance rates than high 
or middle-income students. A government report from the U.K. in 2011 points to research that 
shows that there is something like a state school ‘penalty’ in the admissions process equivalent 
to one A-level grade. They write that ‘on average a state school student who applies to a 
Russell Group university would need to achieve one grade higher in their A-levels (e.g. AAB 
rather than ABB) to be as likely to be admitted to a Russell Group institution as an otherwise 
identical privately educated student.’   4

 
UCAS has also found that the difference in offer rates for October applications, which include 
the vast majority of those that require interviews, is higher than that for January applications, 
indicating that the cause of this difference lies in the application process itself. For October 
applications, students on Free School Meals have an offer rate that is 3.3% lower than the 
average, while for the January deadline the rate is 1.6% lower than the average.  5

 
Top tier universities have made less progress than others  
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Less support upon arrival  
 
Barriers to accessing top HEIs exist beyond receiving an offer. Successful matriculation and 
assimilation at a university are subject to a number of factors ranging from meeting the 
academic and financial conditions, to finding accommodation and ‘fitting in’. At Russell Group 
Universities in the U.K., students from low-income communities were 50% more likely to drop 
out than their peers at from high-income communities in 2010.  6

 
 

2. Who we serve 
 
The applicants we target are those that beat the odds - the 3,000 students that have achieved 
remarkable grades in spite of their schools, but that still don’t apply to selective universities. 
These are the students that would do well even with very little guidance, but who have no one to 
turn to for obtaining this.  
 
The students we help need to fulfil one of the following criteria:  
  
a) They have attended solely state-maintained schools since age 11; 
b) They have a household income below £25,000; 
c) They live in the bottom 2 POLAR postcodes (i.e., the bottom two-fifths of postcodes in terms 

of young people’s participation in higher education); 
d) They are the first generation in their family to attend university 
 
 

3. The Low Touch Approach 
 
Role Models  
 
In a focus session done in partnership with the Manchester Access All Areas initiative, students 
were asked if they were likely to apply to universities like Oxford, Cambridge or the London 
universities. They unanimously answered no; this in spite of being high achievers at their 
school. When asked why, the response was that they did not think it was for people like them. 
When following up with a question on what could change their perception they said talking to 
someone who was not from ‘that type of background’ but who went to those universities would 
be a big help. After the hour-long session they were asked again if they would consider it, and 
50% then answered yes. Meeting Arran, our session leader, who was from a state school 
background, had changed their perception and made them interested in applying. Having a 
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personal role model in the form of a mentor speak to them for an hour was enough to challenge 
their preconceptions about elite universities and encourage them to consider applying.  
 
Application Advice 
 
Also, when looking at application advice it is clear that very little help is actually needed. The 
Sutton Trust has published an analysis of personal statements written by students from different 
social classes, which finds that applicants from sixth-form colleges are three times as likely to 
submit statements with clear writing errors than independently-schooled candidates. They are 
also more likely to have an inappropriate tone.  Therefore, a large part of the problem can be 7

solved through low-effort interventions on the side of the mentor. Helping an applicant by 
reading through their personal statement a few times would take around two hours for a mentor 
but could have a decisive impact on a student’s application. 
 
Targeted Outreach 
 
A government study from 2017 shows that sending two well-timed emails to students who 
scored well on their GCSEs improved their chances of applying to a Russell Group university by 
4%. It also increased their chances of receiving offers by 3%. The estimated impact of the study 
was that it led 332 students to accept places at Russell Group universities that would not 
otherwise have done so.  8
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