The APP PAR Project
An investigation of educational issues related to the attainment
gaps of targeted student cohorts
Executive summary
Whilst the attainment gaps were identified in Cambridge’s Access and Participation Plan (2019), it
was not clear which specific learning, teaching, assessment or curriculum interventions might have
an impact on student progression and achievement. To this end, the University needed to further
investigate the educational issues or practices that might explain the attainment gaps for particular
cohorts of students. The Cambridge Centre for Teaching and Learning (CCTL) was therefore tasked
with undertaking the qualitative research and analysis strand of the APP work, and lead the
collaborative student-staff partnership work during the academic year 2019-2020 to research and
analyse the drivers and intersectionality behind the gaps, as well as the identification and systematic
embedding of good practices in both University and College teaching and targeted academic and
pastoral support.
CCTL’s Access and Participation Plan: Participatory Action Research Project (the APP PAR Project)
involved two intersecting strands of qualitative research focused on investigating the educational
factors that may underlie the attainment gaps. One strand primarily focused on black British
undergraduates and the other on disabled students with declared mental health conditions. CCTL
selected participatory action research as an appropriately inclusive research methodology and
commenced a first cycle of research in the three-month period between December 2019 and
February 2020, with the expectation that future cycles of research will be undertaken in order to
further analyse, reflect and refine the project’s outcomes. During this first cycle of the research, the
student co-researchers identified 31 combined possible educational issues that they felt contributed
to the attainment gaps of the two targeted student cohorts, and then selected 10 as priority topics
investigate in more detail as small group projects.
The findings of the students’ group projects were presented to senior staff in February 2020, and
their project reports with recommended actions were submitted to the General Board of Education
in mid-March 2020 for consideration and further action; the discussion was delayed as the University
focused on shifting to remote teaching and learning as a result of the Covid-19 crisis. This paper
summarises the ten topics selected for research by the student partners, their findings and their
recommended actions for the University to address the attainment gaps.

Introduction
CCTL was tasked with undertaking the qualitative research and analysis strand of the APP work to
investigate the specific issues or practices that impact the attainment and continuation rates of the
two targeted cohorts of students: black British undergraduates and disabled students with declared
mental health conditions. CCTL was aware of substantive work undertaken by a number of student
societies and has sought opportunities to develop collaborative relationship with these groups to
assist in the formulation of a strategic plan which focuses on enhancing educational approaches to
close the attainment gaps. CCTL therefore pursued a ‘participatory action research’ methodology,

which was approved by the APP Drafting Group and the Participation Data Advisory Group (PDAG)
in October 2019. CCTL then sought and received ethics approval for the project from the Cambridge
Higher Education Studies Research Ethics Committee (CHESREC) in December 2019.
The APP PAR Project sought to understand student perspectives on the barriers that arise in relation
to teaching and learning at Cambridge and develop knowledge and evidence that can inform and
catalyse meaningful progress and practical steps forward. It pursued qualitative research to explore
and develop evidence around which systems, practices and challenges need to be addressed and
it aims to explore ways to develop teaching and learning practices that are accessible to, and
supportive of all Cambridge students. The starting point of the project was an understanding that the
attainment gap is an institutional educational issue, rather than a student deficit or a student
capability issue. This is in line with findings from recent UK sector research into attainment gaps (UK
Universities 2019), which identifies the ‘gap’ between a students predicted outcome and eventual
attainment as something that develops during a student’s course of study.
The project involved a student-staff partnership, and participatory action research was determined
to be the most appropriately inclusive research method for the aims of the research: “Such research
involves people who may otherwise be seen as subjects for the research as instigators or ideas,
research designers, interviewers, data analysts, authors, disseminators and users”.1
The APP PAR project outcomes, including student reports, presentations and reflective comments
may be found here: [insert URL]

Project team
The staff members of the APP PAR Project involved a research team of two CCTL staff members
as well as eighteen student co-researchers recruited from the pool of elected student representatives
or office holders in relevant student union or society groups: the BME Campaign, the African
Caribbean Society and the Disabled Students’ Campaign. The rationale for recruiting student
representatives rather than ‘average’ students was because of ethical issues involved in broaching
the topic of attainment gaps during the project: the elected students or office holders were already
aware of and in some cases were already advocating for action around the educational and welfare
issues impacting their peers. Most importantly, they had well-developed support networks already in
place, which CCTL and the ethics review committee considered an essential consideration. CCTL
further sought permission from each student co-researcher’s Senior Tutor for their work on this extracurricular project and right-to-work protocols were followed with the Human Resources team in
Educational Services.
Throughout the research period, the CCTL team regularly consulted with the Inclusive Teaching
and Learning Advisory Group (ILTAG), which was well-placed to provide insight into educational
practices across the university, as it is made up of teaching staff and students from Colleges and
Departments, as well as members of relevant stakeholder groups, such as the Equality and Diversity
Unit, the Disability Resource Centre, the Educational Quality and Policy Office and the Cambridge
University Student Union. This additional perspective enhanced the focus of the project’s eventual
recommended findings, and provided a pool of experts for the student researchers to consult with
about their project topics.

Walmsey J and Johnson K 2003, cited in Nind M, 2014 What is Inclusive Research? Bloomsbury Academic, London,
p3.
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CCTL understood from the outset that the project involved vulnerable student participants who were
addressing sensitive topics, that potentially might have an adverse impact on their own individual
educational experiences or understanding of the University’s processes. To that end, CCTL
regularly consulted with the Counselling Service, the Student Union’s Advice Service and the
Disability Resource Centre about any ethical issues that arose from the student co-researchers’
group projects, and provided the participating students with opportunities to seek support.
Table 1
Participants involved in the APP PAR Project
Co-researchers

Key stakeholders

Target audience

2 x staff members from the Cambridge Centre for Teaching and Learning
(CCTL)
18 x student representatives from the Disabled Students Campaign and thee
African Caribbean Society, Cambridge University Student Union
18 x student and staff members of the Inclusive Learning and Teaching
Advisory Group (ILTAG) – as both respondents and as an advisory group
Senior university staff including the Senior PVCE Professor Graham Virgo
and the Director of Educational Services, Alice Benton
Heads of CCTL, the Disability Resource Centre, Student Operations,
Educational Quality and Policy Office, Business Information Team and the
Equality & Diversity Unit.
The Access and Participation Plan Operational Group and Steering
Committee
Staff and students across the collegiate University

Funding
Funding for the first three-month cycle of the APP PAR Project was secured from the Cambridge
Admissions Office (£6000) to allow for the recruitment of up to 20 student co-researchers in two
strands of work (one group investigating the reasons for the attainment gap for Black British students
and the other group focusing on disabled students with mental health conditions). The funding
covered the work of these students to participate in three 2 hour forums between December 2019
and February 2020 and to undertake small project group research work between forums, to a total
of approximately 20 hours per student, paid at hourly research assistant rates ($14.01 per hour).
As the initial funding was not fully spent during the period December 2019 – February 2020, and the
dissemination of the project’s recommended actions was delayed by the lockdown associated with
the Covid-19 crisis, student co-researchers were asked to follow-up with the final reports with their
reflections of the impact of the pandemic on their selected research topics, and any new
considerations of their recommended actions to address attainment and continuation issues
affecting the two targeted student cohorts. Students will be paid for their additional time in either
writing or video-recording their reflections for publication on a website rather than the originally
planned presentations to the University stakeholders in committees or teaching forums.

Two additional cycles of the APP PAR Project are anticipated, for which funding will be sought, which
will involve new groups of student co-researchers. This will allow for further reflection of the first
group of co-researchers’ findings and recommendations, and evaluation of the impact of actions
taken in response to the co-researchers’ recommendations. The future project teams will be invited
to re-consider the first cycle’s identified priority topics to address the attainment gaps and/or to
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pursue newly-emerging issues following the Covid-19 emergency shift to remote teaching and
anticipated impact on the two targeted student groups. The second cycle is anticipated to run
December-February 2020-21 and the third December-February 2021-22.

Methodology
Participatory action research (PAR) was determined to be the most suitable approach for this work:
this methodology starts from the belief that for an inclusive project to be effective and sustainable, it
must include those students who are, or will be, most affected. It is an approach that is defined by
active involvement of all stakeholders in the research process with the aim to collaboratively solve a
problem or improve a situation, and speaks to a broader responsibility that higher educational has
to influence our students’ development through including elements of participation as opposed to
doing research ‘on’ or ‘about’ them.2 That is, PAR moves beyond the utilisation of research as a
means of simply understanding the inequalities, and towards enabling those who experience
marginalisation or privilege to ask new questions and develop their personal and collective agency
to make meaningful changes. The inherent motivation of PAR is that “participatory researchers seek
to engage in meaningful partnerships with the researched seeking meaningful data for social
transformation”.3 In this way, PAR has the capacity to generate transformational change for the
participants, by giving them agency in producing knowledge and improving the practices that most
affect them, as well as for the University.
The processes for action research tend to be cyclical, with stages within each cycle including codiagnosing or identifying a problem, collecting and analysing relevant data, reporting and sharing
the results for wider stakeholder consideration, taking action or planning an intervention, as well as
reflecting on both the process and the recommended actions with an evaluation that leads to another
cycle (see Figure 1 above). As Cohen et al note,4 action research does not have clearly defined
endings, as proposed solutions to complex problems – such as attainment gaps – need to be
developed, trialled and evaluated, and then refined as needed. The conceptual approach for the
APP PAR Project was that it was the first of several cycles of participatory action research that would
draw on new groups of students that would reflect, sense-check and extend the findings and
proposed interventions of the previous cycle.
It was understood when this method was selected that there is an inherent ‘messiness’ to PAR, so
we needed to factor in uncertainty and carefully identify degrees of risk that are not normally
encountered by projects using more conventional educational research methods.5 However, as
CCTL initiated and coordinated the project it was at the ‘shallower’ end of the spectrum of
participatory action research: modes of participation in PAR may range from shallow/contractual
modes that involve the retention of control and ownership by researchers over the research process,
to deep/collegiate modes whereby ownership of research is devolved to the extent that it is controlled
by participants rather than by researchers.6 For the purposes of this attainment gap project, shallow
PAR was considered the most practical, given the need to protect the student co-researchers time
working on an extra-curricular project while managing full-time study loads, the short time frames
and the clear objective to report findings and recommendations for educational interventions into the
Walker M & Loots S (2017) Transformative change in higher education through participatory action research: A
capabilities analysis, Educational Action Research, 26(1): 166-181, https://doi.org/10.1080/09650792.2017.1286605
3 Bryne A Canavan J and Millar M (2009) Participatory research and the Voice-Centred Relational Method of Data
Analysis: Is it worth it? International Journal of Social Research Methodology 12(1): 67-77, p.67
4 Cohen L, Manion L and Morrison K 2018 Research Methods in Education, 8th Edition, Routledge & New York, p449.
5 Amaya AB & Yeates N (2015) Participatory action research: New uses, new contexts, new challenges, PRARI working
paper, Open University, p.11 https://www.open.ac.uk/socialsciences/prari/files/working_paper_6_en.pdf
6 Cornwall A & Jewkes R (1995) What is participatory research?, Social Science and Medicine, 41(12) pp. 1667-1676
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APP Action Plan 2020-2025. In practical terms this meant that CCTL took the lead in recruiting the
student co-researchers, securing funding, seeking ethics review, coordinating events and forums,
writing notes, reporting of findings to relevant committees, and finally tracking the take-up of
recommended actions.
However, within the overall umbrella of the APP PAR project, the steps taken in the research adhere
to an ‘ideal’ participatory research approach.7 This means that the full group was be responsible for
research cycle, including joint design of the research, data collection, analysis, sharing amongst the
peer researcher group, and development of change plans that will feed into the APP Action Plan
2020-2025 for consolidation of learning about the factors behind the attainment gaps and
implementation of interventions to narrow those caps across the University.
Figure 1
The APP PAR Project’s participatory action research cycle

Stages of the investigation
The stages of the APP PAR Project were designed around the rhythm of the term calendar and
student availability during term breaks to participate in extra-curricular activities involving paid work
on top of their full-time study load, as well as to meet the February 2020 deadline for an investigation
into the reasons for the identified attainment gaps, as outlined in Cambridge’s 2019 Access and
Participation Plan submission to the Office for Students. In the limited time-frame of this cycle of
participatory action research cycle, this involved identifying the problem (attainment gaps), collecting
and analysing relevant data (qualitative research about student perspectives), and then reporting
findings with recommendations for educational interventions (actions to address the attainment gaps
of the targeted student cohorts). In the period following this first PAR cycle, the University carefully
considered and implemented, where viable, the recommended actions. Future cycles of PAR
Tandon R (2005) Participatory Action Research: main concepts and issues, cited in Cohen L, Manion L & Morrison K
(2018) Research Methods in Education, 8th Edition, Routledge: London and New York p.57
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research will reflect on the student co-researchers’ findings and evaluate the impact of any
educational intervention undertaken by the University.
Table 2
Stages of project activity during the December 2019 - February 2020 PAR cycle
Stages

Focus

Purpose

Time per student

Forum 1

Discuss/
plan

Student co-researchers to discuss and agree on range
of potential teaching and learning issues that impact
the AG and identify key areas to explore that relates to
improving the situation. Sharing of information from
Exam Results Analytics of the attainment gaps
identified for the targeted student groups. Establish
parameters for the project and timelines.

December-January

Strand 1
Focused
on Black
British
students
Forum 2

Observe/
analyse

Strand 2
Focused
on
disabled
students
with
declared
mental
health
issues

Forum 3

Act/
evaluate

Activity: Brainstorm possible reasons for the
attainment gaps with a focus on educational contexts
and experiences within Cambridge, Shortlisting of
priority topics for further investigation.
Students undertake mini-research with their peers to
develop an evidence base. Based on findings of miniresearch projects, develop a trial strategy/initiative to
address the agreed issue(s). Student co-researchers
tasked with drafting research project (specific
question, anticipated action and data collection
methods to canvas peer student perspectives).
Activity: Reflection about the emotional impact of
discussion of attainment gaps amongst student
participants, peer review of project proposals, piloting
survey/interview questions before applying to target
audience
Joint forum with both strands of student coresearchers and invited senior staff to review findings
and proposal improved or changed teaching and
learning approaches using insights gained from
students and other stakeholders. Student coresearchers to present their findings and
recommended actions for educational interventions
the University to address attainment gaps

2 hour forum + 5
hours independent
research/consultation

January-February
2 hour forum + 5 hours
independent
research/consultation

February
2-hour forum
+ 5 hours analysis and
writing

Activity: Writing up of project findings and actions,
evaluation and reflection of work with the APP PAR
team and planning for dissemination (presentations,
committee papers, future funding support)

The project plan called for a series of 3 forums across the timeline of the project. However, it was
decided on consultation with the student co-researchers that the two groups would be separated, at
least in the preliminary stages of the project, to allow for more frank discussion of issues impacting
the particular peer groups (black British or students with declared mental health conditions). This
meant that there were two iterations of Forum 1 and Forum 2, with the two strands meeting in the
final joint Forum 3 to present their projects’ findings and each-other and invited key stakeholders,
including senior staff.

Evaluation framework
The design of the APP PAR Project closely followed the six core principles for inclusive research set
out by Melanie Nind:8 inclusivity, ethics, authenticity, empowerment, accessibility and sustainability.
8

Nind, M (2014) What is Inclusive Research? Bloomsbury Academic, London pp.20-31
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These core principles also informed the evaluation questions that we developed as the selfassessment framework recommended by the Office for Students. However, we adapted Nind’s core
principles somewhat: for instance, she identified her first core principle ‘disrupting the hierarchy’,
emphasising the challenge of this kind of research to traditional power imbalances between
researchers and participants that disrupts ‘the dichotomy between those that teach and research v.
those that are taught and researched’ (p21). We chose to foreground ‘inclusivity’ rather than
‘disruption’ as a constructive strategy to engage with our key stakeholders, who would be required
to act on the project’s findings. This focus on ‘inclusivity’ also aligned the APP PAR Project with the
broader Inclusive Teaching and Learning Project, as well as the work of the Inclusive Teaching and
Learning Advisory Group (ILTAG), who were consultants to the APP PAR Project. The underpinning
self-assessment and evaluation questions, that informed the project’s design, are listed in Table 2
below
Table 3
The APP PAR Project’s core principles and self-assessment/evaluation framework
1. Inclusivity of project
design

•
•
•

2. Ethical considerations

•
•

3. Enhancing authenticity

•
•
•

4. Empowerment/
academic activism

•
•
•

5. Accessibility, authorship
and dissemination

6. Sustainability

•
•

•
•
•

How did the project design fit with and draw on the knowledge and
expertise of the co-researchers?
What opportunities did student co-researchers have to develop their
competencies as researchers?
How did co-researchers and key stakeholders value their roles and
responsibilities and what would they have changed?
In what ways did the project respect participants and their
contributions?
How confident were participants and key stakeholders that research
integrity, quality and the risks regarding sensitive topics were carefully
considered?
In what ways did the project draw on authentic insider perspectives,
representative of the student groups most impacted by the
attainment/awarding gaps?
How responsive were the ways of working during the project to the
needs, strengths and expertise of all of those involved?
What comments/reflections do the different stakeholder groups have
about the students’ recommended actions/outcomes of the APP PAR
Project?
Which of their roles/identities did the co-researchers feel was strongest
during the project: student, activist, representative or researcher?
Are there likely benefits for the people involved e.g. new networks,
skills, funds, projects, ideas or aspirations?
To what extent do you think that this project was a valuable use of
University resources and student contributions?
In what ways were the project methods inclusive and transparent in
terms of accessibility, authorship and involvement?
Is the dissemination strategy effective in reaching relevant stakeholders
(e.g. briefing reports, committee reports, student networks, public
forum, website, report to Office for Students, journal articles, sub-project
funding applications)?
In what ways did the project develop capacity (in participants and in the
University) to produce on-going benefits?
What factors contributed to or impeded sustainability of the project’s
outcomes and recommended actions?
To what extent can and should the models and practices of the
research project be developed and/or replicated?

The reflections of student co-researchers and key stakeholders from the Inclusive Teaching and
Learning Advisory Group, in response to these evaluation questions, inform the dissemination of
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project findings and the refinement of the project activities in future cycles of participatory action
research.

Findings
Initial identification of reasons for the attainment gaps
By the second Forum, the two strands of student co-researchers had arrived at a combined 31
potential topics that they felt would explain or would have an impact on the attainment gaps of their
peers. They then discussed and agreed on 10 priority topics for further investigation.
The following table presents the full set of 31 topics identified by student co-researchers. The 10
topics highlighted in bold were those selected by the students as priority topics to be pursued for
further investigation in their small group research projects.
Table 4
Key topics/reasons for the attainment gaps identified by student co-researchers in Forum 2

Strand A: black British
undergraduates

Strand B: disabled
students w/mental
health conditions

transition into Cambridge supervision; mentoring programmes; study
skills; curriculum content & delivery; supervisor and university staff
anti-racism training; anti-racism glossary and guides; accessible
resources & independent study; support and resources; time costs;
flexibility of paper choice/essay topics; transition from Tripos Part I to
II; staff and student advisory hub; complaints system; constructive
feedback on assessment; STEM vs Arts/Humanities teaching and
learning
time costs for self-advocacy; transition to university (pastoral
support); transition to university (academic support); diagnosis,
screening and targeted academic support; supervisor training re
mental health; SSDs and reasonable adjustments; intermission;
scheduling of assessment tasks; extended period of study/’double
time’; peer support networks; college and tutor welfare networks;
guidelines for supervisor/student relationships; focused final year
student support; mentoring models; feedback and marking practices;
alternative/diversified assessment; implicit bias about mental
health; content notes/trigger warnings

Small group research projects
Once the student co-researchers had agreed on the priority topics, small groups were formed to
undertake further investigation. CCTL provided ongoing support with these small group projects, by
meeting with student teams outside of the Forums, sharing readings and resources about attainment
gaps, facilitating meetings with stakeholders in relevant units (e.g. staff from the Disability Resource
Centre, the Equality and Diversity Unit, the Educational Quality and Policy Office).
CCTL and the student co-researchers then co-developed the research question for their selected
project (see Table 4), unpacked the cultural and contextual factors and assumptions about those
topics, and selected data collection methods appropriate to topic and which fit with the research
schedule approved by the ethics committee. This negotiation of research methods was carefully
addressed, as the APP PAR Project was alert to sensitivity of the topic around attainment gaps, and
the potential vulnerability of both the student co-researchers and their potential participants.
8

Table 4
Selected priority topics and research questions
Strand A: Black British Students

Strand B: Students w/Mental Health Conditions

1. Anti-racist Glossary
Does the language used in discussions about
race at Cambridge (in teaching and other
contexts) negatively affect Black British
students’ academic performance?
2. Black Student/Staff Advisory Hub
Would Black British students and staff at
Cambridge benefit from a centralised means of
educational support, such as an Advisory Hub?

5. Double Time
What is the perceived value of ‘Double Time’
to disabled students with mental health
conditions?
6. Content Notes
What are Cambridge student and staff
understandings of the role and value of
Content Notes in helping students engage with
their study materials without risk to their mental
health?
7. Time Costs of Self-advocacy
What is ‘Cambridge Time’ and how does it
penalise Disabled Students at the University of
Cambridge?
8. Diagnosis and Screening
How can disabled students with mental health
conditions who have co-occurring neurodiverse
conditions be identified and supported?
9. AMAs vs Diversifying Assessment
What are disabled students' perceptions of the
value of more diverse assessment methods for
their academic performance and wellbeing?
10. Intermission vs EPS
What is the relationship between intermission
and extended period of study, and which is
more appropriate to support the academic
performance of disabled students with mental
health conditions?

3. STEM vs Arts/Humanities
Are there differences in the attainment gap
between STEM students and Arts &
Humanities students?
4. Mentoring
To what extent are Black British students are
adequately supported by mentors or mentoring
networks at Cambridge?

The CCTL team provided the relevant research to each small project team, on the final 10 projects
(4 for the Strand A and 6 for Strand B). This included quantitative data prepared by the Business
Information Team for the APP or as represented in the Exam Results Analytics, and further research
about Cambridge’s previous initiatives or activities to address inclusive practices or the attainment
gaps supplied by the Disability Resource Centre, the Equality & Diversity Unit, the Cambridge
Admissions Office, and Student Operations. Between forums, CCTL also facilitated meetings with
student co-researchers and stakeholders in relevant units (e.g. staff from the Disability Resource
Centre, the Equality and Diversity Unit, the Educational Quality and Policy Office).
The primary research method involved interviews and short surveys amongst the student coresearchers. The disabled student representatives preferred online to face-to-face interviews with
other participants – to ensure some level of anonymity, the interviewees forwarded their answers in
text to the CCTL team, who anonymised responses, collated them, and returned them to the project
team for further analysis. A secondary data collection method involved the development of surveys
to be sent to the wider pool of students. For Strand A, the small project surveys were co-designed
with CCTL staff, who built them in Qualtrics to ensure anonymity, and asked the President of the
ACS to forward the survey invitation on behalf of the student co-researchers to the African and
Caribbean Society (<150). For Strand B, the same protocol was observed, and the survey invitation
was circulated by John Harding, the Head of the DRC, to all registered undergraduate students on
his database (<2000). In just one project was a separate survey designed and disseminated, to
capture staff perspectives of the value of content warnings on course material to support student
9

mental health. These research methods were reviewed and approved by the Cambridge Higher
Education Studies Research Ethics Committee (CHESREC).

Project outcomes and recommended actions
The full set of ten Project Reports are attached as appendices to this report. Each project report
includes a specific research question, description of the context for the investigation of a certain
topic, literature review, findings from the relevant survey and interview results, as well as
recommended actions for the University to consider in their APP Action Plan (2020 – 2025). The
following table summarises the selected topics and research questions addressed by each project
group.
At the conclusion of the first cycle of the project in late February 2020, two of the student group
projects had immediately actionable recommendations to ameliorate the attainment gaps,
accompanied by well-developed plans for resources development and dissemination across the
University. One project involved the development of an anti-racist glossary with a guide for students
and staff explaining the impact of inappropriate language in educational contexts, and the second
relates to Content Notes/Warnings on course material to support student’s mental health. CCTL
worked with these two project teams in March to submit applications for further funding through the
University Diversity Fund (max £1500 each project), and both were successful. The two teams will
therefore continue their roles as research assistants to co-create resources for the University until
November 2020.
The full set of recommended actions with notes about progress made as at 25 May 2020 is outlined
in Table 5 below. This table was scheduled for consideration by the Heads of Educational Services
in a meeting that occurred the same week that the lockdown of the University was announced in
mid-March 2020. Many of the teams responsible for addressing the recommendations were
immediately focused on coordinating the shift to remote working, teaching and learning, which has
meant a delay in identifying the resource implications and potential knock-on effects of the APP PAR
Project recommended actions.
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Table 5
Recommended actions to address the attainment gaps (progress notes as at 20 May 2020)
The following table lists the recommended actions from 10 student projects in the first cycle of the APP PAR Project. Funding will be sought for two further cycles of the
participatory action research, with different student groups from the same two targeted cohorts, in order to further refine the targeted interventions to ameliorate
attainment gaps of the two targeted student cohorts. In 2019-2020 the funding was £6000 – further funding is sought for two follow-up cycles in 2020-2021 and 20212020 (approximately £12,000).
Key:
•
•
•

confirmed actions in blue
commitment & discussion still needed for actions in plain text
funding needed/sought to implement actions in red

Recommended actions to narrow the attainment gap for Black British undergraduates
Number

Topic

Project 1

Anti-racist
glossary

Actions (please refer to individual
Project Reports for a rationale/more
details)
1. That an Anti-Racist Glossary be
developed and disseminated to
teaching and student-facing staff
on the Cambridge website, with
integration into teaching online
modules, and links in Faculty
guides and resources.
2. That the University refines it
processes to respond to both
constructive feedback and formal
complaints about racist language
in teaching and learning contexts

Notes about possible next steps

1. If funded, this could be linked to
or integrated into E&D and CCTL
initiatives (e.g. to the Effective
Undergraduate Supervision
programme)
2. The student complaints process
was discussed at the March REC
SAT meeting, with interest in
refining the process – this would
be a high priority with E&D to
streamline formal and informal
racism complaints, accompanied
by constructive educational
interventions/resources

Actions progress

CCTL, E&D, OSCCA
1. Confirmed: University Diversity Fund has been
awarded by E&D to the student project leader to
create the anti-racist website & handbook by Nov
2020. Costed at £1455.25 with in-kind support
from CCTL.
2. Could the complaints process about racism under
review by OSCCA, in collaboration with E&D and
CUSU welfare officer to consider how constructive
(anonymous) feedback about inappropriate
language in educational settings? (to follow up with
OSCCA discussion at last REC SAT 24.02.2020)
Link to Project 6 Content Notes
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Project 2

Project 3

STEM vs
Arts/Hum
anities

Advisory
Hub

1. That the Business Information
Team develop a tool within the
Exam Results Analytics
dashboard that would allow a
comparison of attainment gaps by
STEM and Arts/Humanities.
2. That more research be
undertaken about the teaching,
learning and assessment
experiences within STEM and the
impact on students’ academic
performance and attainment gaps
(by ethnicity, disability and
gender)
3. That welfare support and avenues
to find informal or formal
academic mentors are clearly
communicated and resourced for
black British students in STEM.
1. That an online Black Student and
Staff Advisory Hub be resourced
and developed with links to
resources, grants, events,
mentors and academic advice
(This is a short term aim, that will
mean the collation of information
about existing services and
events that support Black
students could be located in one
place. It would be supported by
people trained in issues that
impact black British students,
including pastoral, academic and
financial.
2. That a physical space in
Cambridge be dedicated to a
Black Student and Staff Advisory
Hub (This is a long term aim, that
there would be a place for faceto-face interactions. It would not
necessarily have to be open

1. BIT have committed to developing
this too to compare attainment
gaps by STEM vs Arts/Humanities
(not ready at the APP PAR
Project’s completion in Feb 2020)
2. A small study about STEM
attainment gaps and student
activism initiated with CCTL and
colleagues at Imperial and Oxford
(as at May 2020).
Recommendation to contact the
Clinical School about possible
interest in further work/research in
this area
3. Faculty/Dept role to allocate
mentors to STEM students? Or
the Advisory Hub to coordinate?

BIT, E&D, CCTL (Clinical Medicine?)

1. E&D would value and support this
but not currently in strategic plan
(student rather than staff facing)
and involves resources/time to
coordinate, particularly to engage
people with expertise in critical
race theory

E&D plus CAO and/or Counselling to help resource?

1. BIT to build STEM tool into Exam Results
Analytics database
2. Funding and/or further research partners needed:
As Clinical Medicine have an Equality & Diversity
team with some funding, could they support this
research and/or development of black British
STEM student support? (RW contacted tba)
3. Mentoring of black STEM students in Faculties:
Link to the Project 3 (advisory hub) and Project 4
(mentoring schemes)

1. Funding for development and ongoing
coordination needed.
2. E&D will take it to the next REC SAT team to
discuss (June 2020)
Could Counselling have a role in the development
of this advisory hub to support Black British
student wellbeing/mental health?

2. Covid-19 meant that a physical
hub less immediately attractive

Link to Project 1 anti-racism glossary – could be
hosted in the Advisory Hub and connect to a
series of events/resources
Link to Project 2 STEM attainment gaps and 4.3
Race Champions and Equality Networks
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Project 4

Mentoring

permanently, but perhaps once a
week. It should have staff with
dedicated workload, rather than
relying on volunteers)
1. That the current Black studentstudent mentoring schemes
coordinated by student societies
be provided with resourcing,
professional training and
development opportunities for
Black student mentors about
critical race theory,
2. That the University further
develop the existing network of
Race and Equality Champions or
BAME staff to include training and
guidance on issues relating to the
Black attainment gaps and to
encourage and support staff
academic mentors of Black
students across the collegiate
University
3. That Schools and/or Faculties
build on the existing School
Equality Network (2 per school,
one on gender equality steering
group) to nominate, resource and
train staff to mentor Black students
in order to better meet their
discipline-specific academic and
pastoral needs

1. Currently student-student
mentoring schemes are informal
and student organised, could be
further resourced/supported via
programme of mentoring training
2. This links with the development of
an ‘attainment gap task force’ in
development with the APP OG
(CCTL, E&D, BIT, EQPO,
Student Operations) to provide
guidance to Schools/Faculties to
understand their attainment gaps
and to develop educational
interventions
3. Could the existing School
Equality Network be relaunched
to include a focus on staff-student
mentoring – that is, role includes
advising and supporting other
academic staff to mentor black
students in order to meet their
discipline-specific academic and
pastoral needs?

Recommended actions to narrow the attainment gap for Disabled Students w/Mental Health
conditions
Number

Topic

Actions (please refer to Project
Reports for a rationale/more details)

Notes about possible next steps
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CUSU - ACS and BME Campaign, CAO to help
deliver and fund mentoring scheme with current
students?
CCTL, E&D, EQPO, BIT, Student Operations –
‘attainment gap task force’ and starter packs
1. Funding and/or staff workload to provide
supplementary training for the student-student
mentoring schemes
2. In development – coordinated approach to
supporting/consulting with Faculties/Departments
on attainment gaps
3. Could this be formally aligned to E&D and REC work
on BAME staff networks and other mentoring
programmes?

Link to Project 3 Advisory Hub, Project 1 Anti-racist
glossary and handbook

Project 5

Project 6

EPS Double
Time

Content
notes

1. That the EPS (‘Double Time’)
application process be reviewed, in
order to substantially reduce
waiting time; involve student
representation in the reviewing
process; to provide guidance to
staff and students about the
process and as EPS as an
alternative to intermission

1. That the University should
endorse the guidelines for Content
Notes developed by CUSU/DSC
and encourage them to be
adapted and adopted by Faculties
for their staff, with instructions
about how and when Content
Notes should be used for any
material that relates to common
trauma (in particular: rape, sexual
violence, physical violence, war,
racial violence and other offences
based on protected
characteristics)
2. That Faculties should support staff
in the development and delivery of
Content Notes in their teaching
and course material, educating
them about the value of Content
Notes and correcting
misconceptions that students use
them to avoid engaging
3. That Faculties should provide
information to their students about
Content Notes, acknowledging
that they are a reasonable
adjustment that they might request
if not provided as a matter of

Note cross-over action with Project 10

Student Operations, student representatives

What would be involved in a review of
the EPS and Intermission processes
and guidance provided to students
and staff? What would the timelines?

Could Student Operations conduct a review of the
EPS and Intermissions Process?

Overlap with discussion about
provision of results at end of year 1 of
EPS with Examination & Assessment
Committee
A project has been developed with
students in consultation with CCTL to
further refine existing guidance on
content notes – this was awarded
UDF funding in May 2020.
How can Faculties encourage staff to
include content notes in their course
material, online or face-to-face?
University Libraries have developed a
parallel content notes/warning tool for
use with digital materials – could this
be a model/extended to advise given
to Faculty/Dept staff about their
course material and not just reading
lists?

Link to Project 10

CCTL, University Libraries, DSC/CUSU, DRC, EQPO,
Counselling, OSCCA
1. Confirmed: University Diversity Fund has been
awarded by E&D to the student project team to
create the content notes website & handbook by Nov
2020. Costed at £1366 with in-kind support from
CCTL.
2&3. Could the UDF resources and guidance be
endorsed and shared by EQPO & University
Libraries in consultations with
Faculties/Departments?

4. Could Counselling and OSCCA develop a process
for anonymous student comments about content
notes in the complaint/feedback process, to be fed
back to Faculties/Departments?
Link to Project 1 Content Notes and anonymous
feedback process for an educational intervention
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Project 7

Project 8

Time
costs

Diagnosis
and
screening

course
4. That Faculties should develop
processes whereby students might
provide (optionally anonymous)
constructive feedback on Content
Note provision, thereby enabling a
staff-student dialogue that will
mutually develop and improve
Content Note provision while also
ensuring that students are not
forced to disclose information
about their specific traumatic
experiences under their own name
1. That staff training on inclusive
practices include
recommendations about
managing time costs/penalties
experienced by disabled students
2. That time saving approaches,
such as lecture capture, be
standardised in the delivery of
course materials
3. That increased support for
neurodiverse students, such as
mentoring and study skills, be
provided
4. That a more streamlined
infrastructure for mental health
support be investigated, taking
into account student workloads,
time costs of self-advocacy,
access to treatment and
management of medications
1. That the University provides
funding for a specific role in the
DRC that integrates both
screening and support (a
Neurodiversity Advocate)

1. The DRC’s new module on
Inclusive T&L for Disabled
Students online module
addresses time costs (note: this
potentially has been exacerbated
by Covid-19)
2. Remote/online lecturing now
available/standardised during the
Covid-19 crisis – will this be
sustained after lockdown, what
are the implications for Lecture
Capture?
3. Role of a DRC neurodiversity
officer recommended in Project 8,
to further support existing DRC
mentoring
4. Overlap with the Mental Health
Project – encourage them to
include a focus on time-costs for
students of self-advocacy and
medication management
Both recommended actions directly
inform the role of a Neurodiverse
Advocate in the DRC, as
neurodiverse students are the
largest single category of disabled
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DRC, CCTL, EQPO, Counselling
Link to Project 8 role of neurodiversity advocate in the
DRC
1. Confirmed: development and launch DRC module
on inclusive t&l
2. Commitment to lecture capture post Covid-19 crisis
so standard practice
3. Link to Project 8 role of neurodiversity advocate in
the DRC. Confirmed: Additionally, a University
Diversity Fund was awarded to Helen Duncan to
undertake a student-staff partnership project to
redesign the transition to university event for
disabled students (MH and neurodiversity addressed
explicitly)
4. Could this be integrated into the work of Counselling
and/or the Mental Health Project team (Chad Allen &
Niall)? Could they provide opportunity for student
researcher to present findings of their Cambridge
Time/Time Costs investigation?
DRC
Funding from the University sought for a
Neurodiversity Advocate (Grade 7, three years) in the
DRC to advise and support increasing numbers of

2. That the University also funds
the co-development of staff
training to better support
neurodiverse students

Project 9

Diversifyin
g
assessme
nt

1. That AMA processes be made
more accessible (it currently
requires a great deal of selfadvocacy on the part of disabled
students who are already
overburdened and who need
better support in this process)
2. That College prizes for those who
achieve Firsts be abolished (this
privileges white, male and nondisabled students, ignoring the
contextual factors and
advantages that allow them to
succeed in the current
examination-based system)
3. That Departments/Faculties
undertake a review of
assessment practices, finding
opportunities to offer more choice
and flexibility of assessment from
first year

students registered with the DRC –
project noted the intersections with
the smaller number of declared
Mental Health students and the way
screening and support techniques
targeting neurodiversity would have
positive practical impact on all
students
Self-advocacy can raise distinct
barriers and complexities for
neurodiverse students and students
with mental health conditions,
demanding significant organisational
and time penalties (Project 7), and
necessitating clear guidance around
university processes and how to
navigate these (Project 5, 9, 10).
Discussion underway with EQPO,
CCTL, E&D about Faculty/Dept
consultation process re attainment
gaps and assessment
CCTL’s Assessment and Feedback
Project (endorsed by the EAC)
includes developing Cambridge
‘Guiding Principles’ on assessment. Is
the most effective way to integrate
reviews of assessment through
Programme Reviews w/EQPO?

neurodiverse students (and therefore those with MH
conditions), staff in Depts/Colleges, Study Skills
Advisors. A role description has been developed by
DRC.

Student Operations, EQPO, CCTL, EAC
(and Colleges?)

1. Could Student Operations review processes and
guidance for applications for AMA to lessen burden
of self-advocacy by students?
Link to Project 8 Neurodiversity
Advocate
2. College prizes – could this something to be
considered by STEC?
3& 4. COVID-19 planning re alternative assessment a
good opportunity to review current options and how
they may be diversified away from exams (or remote
submission of exams)
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Project
10

Intermittin
g vs EPS

4. That the University create an
action plan for diversifying
assessment so that this is not just
a recommendation but a strong
commitment
1. That the University explores how
it can increase awareness
amongst tutors and students of
EPS as an option to Intermission.
This should include:
a. A consideration of what steps
should be taken prior to
encouraging students to
intermit, to ensure that this is
avoided where possible.
b. A requirement that a plan is
put in place before a student
begins intermission for their
return, to ensure that the
period of intermission is
actually helping the student,
and that there will be
adequate support upon their
return.
c. The development of
measures to mitigate the
negative impact of
intermission for those
students for whom the
process is necessary.
2.
That the University consider
undertaking the further research
into intermission and students’
experiences of the process,
building on from the CUSU
Intermissions project.

Note cross-over actions with Project 5
on a review of EPS and clarification of
guidance of steps to intermission/EPS
2a During the course of this project
the BIT was asked to analyse
attainment gap for
intermitting/double time students
after cross referencing HESA
data with DRC data – numbers
are too small to make this
feasible/statistically reliable

a. An analysis of the impact of
intermission on students’
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Student Operations, DRC, student representatives

Could Student Operations conduct a review and
refresh guidance to students and staff about
intermission & EPS application process, timelines, pros
and cons?

Link to Project 5 on Extended Period of Study
Link to Project 7 on clear guidance enabling selfadvocacy

attainment, potentially as
compared to EPS
b. An analysis of Cambridge
workload as a whole, and the
extent to which it impacts
disabled students, particularly
those with MH issues
c. A potential experiment –
offering a trial of EPS level
workload to a group of students
with MH issues, and seeing if
this alleviates their symptoms
and/or increases their
comparative performance as
compared to their peers

18

