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Abstract
This literature review study aims to provide an overview of inﬂuencing factors of access to and
equity in higher education. In this way, the research offers insight into speciﬁc factors that support
or hinder access and equity, respectively. Forty factors from thirty-three peer-reviewed articles,
mostly from three continents: Europe, Australia, and America, published between 2014 and 2018,
were selected for further analysis. The articles were analyzed into four organizational levels:
government, university, pre-university education, and student. Most ﬁndings on this topic discuss
government policies and ﬁnancial support. In addition to ﬁnancial support, the signiﬁcance of this
paper discusses social support inﬂuence (by peers, by family, by teachers, by university ofﬁcers, and
via programs) to improve access and equity in higher education. Social support emerged as crucial
for both access and equity. This study alerts researchers, teachers, administrators at the university
level, and policy-makers at the national level to focus more on social relations between peers,
students, and lecturers, support by the managerial level, and establishing programs that provide
basic academic skills to disadvantaged groups.
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Introduction
Higher education (HE) has important implications for nations’ economic, political, and
social-cultural development, sustainability, and
global competitiveness (Eggins, 2010). HE
beneﬁts a country in general and a university
graduate individually. Therefore, access and
equity in HE is essential both individually and
on a larger scale.
This relevance is stressed by the Sustainable
Development Goal “Quality Education” (SDG

4), as this goal includes a target (4.3) that, by
2030, equal access for all to affordable and
quality technical, vocational, and tertiary education, including university, needs to be
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realized. These goals are an international
agreement of the United Nations and that all
members, amongst them Indonesia, commits
itself to reach the targets by 2030 to eventually
work on a more sustainable world. In most
nations, social class is the single most reliable
predictor of the likelihood that individuals will
participate in HE at some stage in their lives.
This is particularly true in developing countries,
where poorer students have little chance of
gaining entry into HE. Still, it is also true in the
most developed countries, where the people
from low-SES backgrounds who reach HE are
less likely to ﬁnd places in the most prestigious
institutions and ﬁelds of study (James, 2007).
There are several reasons to review access
and equity in HE research. First, most of the
research on this topic to date has mainly focused
on two areas: policy and quantitative data (Jia
and Ericson, 2017; Leach, 2013). Second,
previous research about this topic has been
scattered among countries, based on disadvantaged student criteria and policy or programs
that the government had to support disadvantaged students. So far, we have found no studies
covering both access and equity in HE simultaneously, while we consider that the concepts
are interrelated and worth being studied
together.
This review aims to (a) provide the most upto-date information about the inﬂuencing factors
of access and equity in HE and (b) identify the
most critical factors inﬂuencing access and
equity. It is crucial that this research addresses
the limitations as mentioned above relating to
previous research to obtain a more comprehensive view on what stimulates (or hinders)
both access and equity at the same time.

Access to higher education
Access is deﬁned as a phase wherein a student
can register for the program and pay the initial
fee (Walker, 2019). Walker assumed that access
is more than an individual need, shaped by
objective conditions (economic conditions,
government policy, and structures of gender and
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race) and subjective biographies (such as hard
work at school or encouragement to succeed
from a family member). For example, in India,
the most signiﬁcant contributors to whether or
not students receive HE institutions are social
groups (caste) and poverty, followed by location, with a very small contribution by gender
(Borooah, 2017). Based on Walker’s opinion
above, then we deﬁne access as all factors that
relate to students before they get accepted into
the university.
There is signiﬁcant problem inaccessibility
to HE, which is primarily determined by gender,
rurality, and ethnic or linguistic status (World
Bank, 2014). Students least likely to gain access
to HE in Indonesia are those of low SES (World
Bank, 2014). The status also intersects with
geographical location, ethnic and linguistic
status, and gender to produce even higher levels
of educational exclusion. Exclusion refers to
exclusion from the system (the issue of access to
HE) and from learning (the issue of quality, the
institution itself, and the knowledge gained). In
other words, students’ educational experiences
and future life chances differ greatly based on
the intersections of many forms of exclusion—
and these lead to severe inequities in access to
and success in HE.
The problems as mentioned earlier are in
sharp contrast with the SDG 4, which advocate
equal access by gender to all forms of HE and to
eliminate disparities and ensure equal access to
all levels of education and vocational training
for the vulnerable, including persons with disabilities, indigenous people, and children in
vulnerable situations. The OECD (2018) has
reported increased access to tertiary institutions
over the past 10 years. Unfortunately, most of
the increase occurred only in developed countries. The OECD also provided data on the
percentage of the population that received tertiary education per country. In most of the developed countries, more than 60% of the
population has received HE institutions, as is
visible in, for example, Switzerland (69%), New
Zealand (67%), and the Netherlands (64%). In
developing countries such as Indonesia, India,
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and South Africa (the bottom three), less than
20% of the population has received HE
institutions.

Equity in higher education
Previous studies related to equity education lead
to economic and statistical terms. However, the
issue of inequity in education has been examined from different angles, including inputs,
processes, outputs, and outcomes, as well as in
various contexts (e.g., education systems, providers, and learners) (Alcott et al., 2018). Based
on this deﬁnition, we refer to equity in this study
as all factors related to retention and successful
completion of studies at the university level.
It is important to address equity in terms of
student diversity. Thatcher (1999) stated that the
diversity of a team or group does not always
accelerate good outcomes, but in fact often
causes dissatisfaction and to some degree produces negative outcomes. Moreover, Dan and
Mino (2016) added that difﬁculties such as
misunderstanding, communication, or cultural
gaps undoubtedly exist within (student) diversity interaction. To avoid or limit the problems
that occur due to student diversity, it is considered necessary to see what factors play a role
when students from various backgrounds do
their learning activities at the university.
From the lecturer’s perspective, they need to
deal with the learning process that involves
students from different backgrounds. The lecturer might minimize students’ learning difﬁculties by identifying conceptual difﬁculties and
providing links between theory and practical
applications and lecture and tutorial/laboratory
sessions and assessments. The lecturer might
address problems of students’ learning by ensuring clear explanations, course goals, creating
linkages between learning sessions and assessments, and encouraging students at risk to
consult the instructor as soon as they encounter
learning (Alauddin et al., 2016).
Ainscow (2016) considers equity to be
concerned with inclusion and fairness. According to him, it is a concept that can be used to
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guide the process of strengthening the capacity
of an education system to reach out to all
learners in the community. This means that it
must be seen as an overall principle that guides
all educational policies and practices, starting
from the belief that education is a fundamental
human right and the foundation for a more just
society.
Most previous studies on access and equity
involved policies (and practices) and support for
all students in general and disadvantaged student groups in particular. Earlier studies regarding equity often focused on certain
programs for underprivileged groups, speciﬁc
disadvantaged groups, and their struggle to get
access to university (e.g., Astin and Oseguera,
2004; Devlin, 2009; Harper et al., 2009; Morley,
2010). However, this study tries to get a more
comprehensive understanding of what to get
access to and have learning success in HE.

Determining factors of access to
higher education
One of the ﬁrst studies about access to HE was
conducted in 1963 by the Robbins Committee
on Higher Education in the United Kingdom
(Menon, 1998). The committee considered
family background, economic and employment
prospects associated with different educational
levels, and institutional variables relating to the
provision of primary and secondary education
as the most critical factors inﬂuencing entry to
HE. Since then, many studies have described
determinants of access to HE.
Research on access to HE has increased, but
the research that discusses post-access treatment
(e.g., equity) still seems limited. This study
systematically reviews research related to factors affecting access and equity in HE. This
paper reﬂects the latest research about access
and equity, looking at supporting and inhibiting
factors. This study aims to provide insight into
both access and equity factors, while most
present studies only discuss HE access. The
ﬁndings can help institutes and policy-makers
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Figure 1. Screening process.

further shape their practices and other researchers to identify factors that consistently (or
adversely) affect concepts and conduct further
studies (Table 2).

available resources and reduce the possibility of
individual error or subjectivity (Moher et al.,
2009). The literature search and analysis will be
described more in detail in the following
sections.

Research questions
Many studies have shown the importance of
access and equity in HE, and there are many
studies related to either one of the topics.
Nevertheless, a systematic overview of the
factors contributing to access and equity in HE
has not yet been published. Therefore, based on
a systematic review, this research will answer
the following research questions: which factors
inﬂuence access to HE? and which factors inﬂuence equity in HE?

Method
A systematic literature review was used to
discover the structure and patterns in existing
research and identify gaps ﬁlled by future research (Staples and Niazi, 2007). Systematic
reviews search a wide range of literature to build
as “complete” a picture as possible with the

Literature search
Keywords. Besides “access,” “equity,” and
“higher education,” the keywords used in the
literature search included several synonyms
relevant to the topics. Synonyms were identiﬁed
by searching between 10 to 20 relevant articles.
A large body of research used the terms “participation” and “enrolment” instead of “access.”
Similarly, the terms “diversity” and “inclusion”
have often been used for “equity.” It was found
that the terms “higher education,” “university,”
and “tertiary education” have been used
interchangeably.
This broader set of keywords was used to
ensure that all research articles related to access
and equity in HE were included, even if the
authors used different terms. We added OR in a
keyword search for the main keywords. We also
added NOT in a keyword search for irrelevant
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keywords. Speciﬁc details about the keywords
can be found in Appendix.
Results were obtained from Scopus (579
results) and Web of Science (478 results). We
also limited the search criteria by using a time
frame (5 years: 2014–2018), language (English), and publication type (peer-reviewed
journal articles). The 5-year search period was
chosen to ensure that the most current information related to this topic was found. In total,
1057 articles were found and were screened for
relevance based on ﬁve steps (Figure 1).
Screening 1: Duplicate titles. Duplicate titles from
Scopus (579) and Web of Science (478) were
ﬁrst removed; the resulting number of articles
was 818.
Screening 2: Screening titles. The titles were
screened for their relevance to the research
questions. This step obtained a brief description
of each of the published studies. From the remaining 818 articles, 592 (almost 70%) were
removed. The many irrelevant articles identiﬁed
with this step mainly were related to politics and
technology. The remaining number of articles
was 226 at this stage.
Screening 3: Availability of the articles. The university library website and Google Scholar were
used to obtain the full articles. If the article could
not be found with these sources, a request form
was sent to the university library, and the national library of the Netherlands was used as
well. In total, 194 articles out of the 226 could be
obtained.
Screening 4: Screening abstract. Using the abstracts, articles were screened for including
empirical data. Another 131 papers were excluded because they were not based on empirical research; 63 papers remained after this step.
Screening 5: Full paper. The remaining 63 articles
were entirely read for a ﬁnal screening. A further
30 articles were deemed irrelevant. For example, articles needed to be excluded because they
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discussed program evaluations or introduced
new programs. The result was a ﬁnal set of 33
papers that focused on determining factors for
access and equity in HE (Table 1). Papers that
used questionnaires or interviews with students,
teachers, and staff were considered relevant.
Table 1 provide information on the criteria
for each of the articles used in this review. These
criteria include the type of analysis (quantitative
and qualitative), focus (access, equity, and access & equity), characteristics of subgroups of
students studied including disabilities, ethnicity,
region or location, gender, SES (social-economic status), and refugee status. A complete
description of the number of articles and the
percentage of articles from on each criteria can
be seen on appendix.

Analysis of literature
Analysis followed the method described by
Aveyard (2010), in which the ﬁrst step comprised an inventory of the characteristics of the
studies. Second, each article was read carefully
and subjected to in-depth exploration. Third,
ﬁndings were analyzed beyond the individual
studies.
An additional step was followed to analyze the articles: (1) mapping the factors
based on access or equity and categorizing
the factors as either having a positive or
negative inﬂuence on access and equity in
HE; (2) categorizing the factors in terms of
organizational level (national, university,
education before university, and student); (3)
grouping similar factors under overarching
groups (e.g., ﬁnancial support, ﬁnancial aid,
and funding support were grouped as ﬁnancial support factors); and (4) having a second
coder to check the ﬁrst 20 articles and the
analysis result. From 33 papers, this review
found 40 factors that determine access and
equity in HE (Table 2).
The origin of each paper might inﬂuence the
study results by, for example, creating a bias or
limiting the scope of the results. Out of the 33
papers, most were from Europe (9), Australia
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Table 1. Quantitative data description of the reviewed papers.
Category
Type of analysis
Quantitative
Qualitative
Mixed
Focus
Access
Equity
Access and equity
Focus on student characteristics
Disabilities
Ethnicity/race
Area/location/geography
Gender (women)
Low SES
Refugee status
Year
2014
2015
2016
2017
2018

Number of papers

Percentage, %

4
13
16

12
39
49

22
8
3

67
24
8

1
4
10
6
14
1

3
12
30
18
42
3

7
9
7
6
4

21
28
21
18
12

(9), and America (9) (see Figure 2). Therefore, it
might be correct to assume that the results of this
review were mainly inﬂuenced by policies,
programs, or conditions in these three regions.
This could limit the applicability of the review
outcomes to under-represented nations.

Results
This section is divided into the following parts:
an overview of determining factors on access
and equity in HE (summarized in Table 2); a
more in-depth discussion of factors inﬂuencing
access to HE; and factors that affect equity in
HE.
The results in this review are divided over
four different levels: government, university,
pre-university (e.g., secondary) education, and
student. Only (positive) factors for access and
no factors for equity were found at the government level. So, this means that all initiatives

in the ﬁeld of access at the governmental level
up until now have positive consequences. The
same holds for pre-university education. At the
university level, there are factors reported for
both access and equity. At the level of “education before university,” there are only (positive) factors related to access. At the student
level, positive and negative factors appeared for
both access and equity.
Determining factors on access and equity in
higher education in four institutional levels
based on their positive or negative inﬂuence

Factors inﬂuencing access to higher
education based on the
organizational level
As one can read in Table 2, many positive and
negative factors for access and equity at different levels could be identiﬁed. This section
describes the other factors and provides some

Policy to support disadvantaged
students
Programs to improve conﬁdence
and academic skills
An education system with
compulsory education until the
age of 16
A sufﬁcient number of HE
institutions
Financial support for
disadvantaged students
Mentoring and pathway programs
Academic entrance requirements
Presence of an admission policy

Government

Education before The role of teachers
university
Enrolment guidance from adults
School view about debt
Student
Family support
High-SES family background
Highly educated parents
Financial support from extended
family
Student anxiety about debt
Community role

University

Positive

Level

Access

n.a.

Peer support for students
Support of students by teachers
The teaching of basic academic skills
Teaching and learning strategies for
students from disadvantaged
backgrounds
Services and programs for students
University support: Infrastructure and
student accommodation
n.a.

n.a.

Uneven ﬁnancial and
institutional support
A difﬁcult enrolment process
Unclear or low-quality
communication by the
university

Engagement, reﬂection, learning
Lack of money
impediments
Student negative view about HE
Performance in high school
Lack of motivation
Insufﬁcient information about
HE pathways
Low-SES family
First-in-family to attend
university
Self-doubt

n.a.

Positive

Negative

Equity

n.a

Low academic achievement
at high school
Approving the correct type
of disadvantaged student
“Rejection, exclusion, and
invisibility”
Narrow framing of “gender”
Respective departments
were not very welcoming
n.a.

n.a.

Negative

Table 2. Determining factors on access and equity in higher education in four institutional levels based on their positive or negative inﬂuence.
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Figure 2. Articles by continent.

background about their role in access and equity. We start with the factors for access at the
national level.
National level
Positive. Four factors were reported in studies
that affected access at a national level: policies
to support disadvantaged groups; programs to
improve conﬁdence and academic skills; an
education system with compulsory education
until the age of 16 years; and the number of HE
institutions.
A policy to increase the enrolment of minorities students in the USA in 1995 had successfully improved the number of qualiﬁed
aboriginal student applications (Teplitsky and
Uswak, 2014). The present literature review
found several successful programs that improved access to universities. These included
the Twenty-First Century Scholars Program
(Zerquera and Smith, 2015) in the USA and the
Afﬁrmative Action Program (Alon and
Malamud, 2014) in Israel. For example,
through the Afﬁrmative Action Program, which
implemented admission quotas based on the
SES of students, participation of public school
graduates in universities increased by 51%
within the ﬁrst year of the program.
Student qualiﬁcation is the main driver for
university participation. The education system
in the UK requires students to attend compulsory education until 18 years of age, which has

the beneﬁt that a larger potential group of students has sufﬁcient qualiﬁcations to enter university (Jerrim and Vignoles, 2015). The rapid
expansion of HE worldwide has resulted in
increasing student access to HE.
One study stated that the increase in the
number of HE institutes in Turkey also somewhat helped increase access to HE, at least
quantitatively (Gök, 2016). No factors were
identiﬁed that negatively affected access at the
national level.
University level
Positive. The review suggested four positive
factors at the university level: ﬁnancial support,
mentoring and pathway programs, academic
requirements, and university policy. Two of the
four factors seemed to have a more substantial
impact: providing ﬁnancial support from the
university and the availability of mentoring
programs.
Students from a low economic status background often need ﬁnancial support from their
university to support their studies. For example,
in the USA, students from a low economic status
background preferred universities that had ﬁnancial assistance over universities that offered
student loans (Monks, 2018).
Mentoring programs also have a crucial effect on improving access to HE. In Australia,
one participant stated that she could continue to
study in HE because of the support of the

Wanti et al.
mentors in the refugee mentoring program, who
gave her the conﬁdence to aspire and achieve
HE. Another participant reported that the program level in her plans for the future had increased because of the program. She appeared to
have greater insight into some practical considerations for university entry and study
(Lynch et al., 2015). Pathway programs are
closely connected to mentoring programs. In
Australia, programs provided an alternative
entry option for disadvantaged students who
would otherwise not access university education, including a mix of “academic skills” and
“discipline-focused subjects” (Thomas, 2014).
Academic requirement, referring to entrance
test scores provided by the university, also plays
an essential part in access to HE. This review
found that test scores were one of the most
critical information for determining students’
academic merit. One study in Australia stated
that high university access rates among students
could be attributed to their superior test scores in
education before HE (Jerrim and Vignoles,
2015).
Admission policies provided by universities
affected access to HE. In Portugal, for example,
one study (Dias, 2015) indicated that a new
(admission) policy provided greater ﬂexibility
in admissions and access to HE, widened the
recruitment pool, and made it possible to reverse
the decline in student numbers observed during
recent years. That same study showed that, in
2007–2008, approximately 14% of students
enrolled in HE were using this access route.
Negative. Three negative factors at the university level deal one way or the other with
administrative processes: uneven ﬁnancial and
institutional support, a complicated enrolment
process, and unclear or low-quality communication by the university.
Several studies pointed towards minimal ﬁnancial and institutional support by universities, citing a lack of funding at the campus level
(Zerquera and Smith, 2015). Second, in some
studies, the process of navigating enrolment
appeared to be marked by difﬁculty,
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misinformation, unhelpful personnel, and unclear processes (Negrón-Gonzales, 2017). This
could be due to complicated registration bureaucracy systems and a lack of information
about the registration process from the side of
the university. Third, administrators felt that
challenges in reaching scholars created a barrier
to assisting. They described communication
from the institute towards students as being
difﬁcult, varied, and repetitive (Zerquera and
Smith, 2015).
Education before university
Positive. Factors that were of positive inﬂuence in the education before university merely
focuses on persons who contributed signiﬁcantly to the navigation and encouragement of
the future student. The role of teachers, enrolment guidance from adults, and school view
about debt were essential factors for access in
the pre-university period.
First, the teacher’s role at secondary and
primary schools seemed to play a vital part in
motivating students to continue their studies
into HE (Tuomi et al., 2015). Second, the
guidance for students by adults in entering
universities. Adults such as high school counselors, non-proﬁt staff, and high school teachers
who helped students navigate the process of
enrolling in university played a signiﬁcant role
in improving access to HE (Negrón-Gonzales,
2017).
One study in the UK stated the differing ways
in which schools (teacher and staff) responded
to the issue of debt are essential (Evans and
Donnelly, 2018). On the one hand, the discourse
of “debt as normative” apparent in one school,
and promoted by at least one teacher, could have
beneﬁted many young people at this school who
were fearful of debt by not amplifying a notion
in their minds that debt is a deterrent to university study. In other schools, debt, and ﬁnance
that could heighten any fears young people
already have were emphasized. How schools
deal with debt issues could affect young
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people’s attitudes towards HE (Evans and
Donnelly, 2018).
Student level
Positive. Six positive factors in the literature
inﬂuenced access to HE at the student level:
family support; high-SES family background;
highly educated parents; ﬁnancial support from
extended family; student anxiety about debt;
and community role.
One study stated that students had more
success in entering university because of the
support of their family, who gave them the
conﬁdence to aspire and achieve HE
(Whiteford, 2017). The analysis of socioeconomic indicators showed that the origin of
a student’s family had a strong inﬂuence on
access to HE (Dias, 2015). Those with highly
educated parents were signiﬁcantly more likely
to enter university than students from middleand low-income groups (Jerrim and Vignoles,
2015).
One study from South Africa stated that ﬁnancial support from extended family is the
most critical factor enabling the students to
construct an educational pathway to university
(Wilson-Strydom and Okkolin, 2016). Next,
students’ anxiety about debt was relevant. The
majority of students in one study stated that they
did not worry about the prospect of debt. It
meant that they did not conceive debt as a barrier
to entering HE life (Evans and Donnelly, 2018).
In one study, students stated that “proving”
that they (students) were different from their
communities was particularly important
(Wilson-Strydom and Okkolin, 2016). For
them, they were coming from a poor neighborhood that did not always value education as
enabling, as it served as a motivator for them
(and sometimes their families) to be different,
while for others, community connections, role
models, and support were enablers during
schooling as well as enablers in aspirations for
HE (Wilson-Strydom and Okkolin, 2016).
Negative. Several negative factors were
found that affected access at the student level:

Equity in Education & Society 0(0)
lack of money; student negative view about HE;
lack of motivation; insufﬁcient information
about HE pathways; low-SES family; ﬁrst-infamily to attend university; and self-doubt.
Besides supporting access to HE, ﬁnancial
factors can also be an obstacle in determining
the path to HE. Young people, especially those
residing in low-SES districts, reported lacking
money, particularly when upfront fees were
required (Kearney and Glen, 2017).
Students’ negative views about HE as not
being a realistic option were also mentioned as
one of the negative factors. Students had selfcensored the idea of university education, quite
apart from the practical difﬁculty of the limited
number of HE institutes and opportunities
available in the community in which they lived
and worked (Teplitsky and Uswak, 2014).
Therefore, changing these negative student
views on HE is crucial to promoting access to
HE. In this respect, teachers in secondary education fulﬁll a crucial role in order to convince
students of their qualities and potential.
Speciﬁc majors such as Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM), many
students’ lack of motivation to do STEM
courses were concerned. In one of the reviewed
studies, seven participants spoke of their lack of
motivation to undertake a STEM major as a
“fancy degree” (David, 2016). Furthermore, the
same study stated that insufﬁcient information
about STEM pathways made it clear that early
marketing of STEM courses was essential.
Students with low-SES family backgrounds
have less chance of continuing their HE studies.
One study in Australia found that disadvantaged
students were more likely to leave school as
soon as possible and less likely to be in full-time
post-secondary study. This is because they relied on their families or their resources to fund
their study upfront as required (Kearney and
Glen, 2017).
Students from a ﬁrst-in-family (FIF) group
were less likely than those from a non-FIF group
to be advised by other family members and
many friends to continue with HE. This is because of the family or friends’ lack of
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understanding about accessing HE (Kearney
and Glen, 2017).
Students who have doubts about their decision also inﬂuence the opportunity to continue
their studies to HE. In one study, self-doubt was
expressed by three participants who mentioned
that they did not feel that they were not smart
enough to undertake a STEM major (Christie
et al., 2017).

Factors inﬂuencing equity in
higher education
University level
Positive. Positive factors for equity at the
university level can be summarized as either
additional programs or supportive peers and
teachers. The same factors were peer support for
students, support of students by teachers, the
teaching of basic academic skills, teaching and
learning strategies for students from disadvantaged backgrounds, services and programs for
students, learning support programs for students, mentoring programs for students, and
university support including infrastructure and
student accommodation.
One study in Turkey found that all students
stated that they were highly appreciative of the
course experience and highlighted peer support
as a critical factor in their academic progress
(Elliott, 2018). One study from Tanzania
showed that the essential features in the university for disadvantaged students were the
encouragement and support of teachers trained
to meet the needs of all their students (Tuomi
et al., 2015).
Teaching basic academic skills such as
reading, writing, or speaking to students was
fundamental to success. The students stated that
once teachers explained skills and gave strategies on how to write a research essay, students
felt able to produce an essay and knew what to
do the next time around (Alauddin et al., 2016).
Universities may need to consider teaching
and learning strategies for students from disadvantaged backgrounds. For example, students
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from low-SES backgrounds could be supported through group work with mixed groups
in terms of SES. Moreover, speciﬁc additional
tailor-made educational activities could be
organized to address their speciﬁc needs.
Thomas (2014) stated that there is a need to
recognize that students from low-SES backgrounds are different from students from
middle- and high-SES backgrounds. Thomas
explained that many universities had internationalized their curriculum to acknowledge
the different understandings of the world that
those international students bring. In his view,
it was not just a language issue but also a
cultural issue that must be understood to teach
international students well. Furthermore, he
explained that many universities had not yet
worked out how to translate the learning about
teaching international students to students
from low-SES backgrounds. He also explained how universities viewed students from
low-SES backgrounds as different would
shape the strategies developed to respond to
the challenges they imagined these students
faced.
Services and programs for students were
sometimes offered; these include summer orientations, mathematics and writing laboratories,
tutoring (the informal conversations—just
talking), supplementary instruction (ﬁnding
academic, emotional, social, and cultural support), and learning communities (Charleston
et al., 2014). Several of these programs had
positive effects on equity in HE. For example,
the Central Learning Support Program in
Australia was offered to all participating universities, either face-to-face or online (Thomas,
2014). This program provided simple troubleshooting websites for new students, and others
offered extensive support and/or programs to
help students develop academic or study skills.
In addition, mentoring programs were referred
to in several studies, either to raise the aspirations of students in schools or to provide support
for students from under-represented groups
once they enrolled at universities (Thomas,
2014).
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University support in the present review
refers to infrastructure and student accommodation. One study from Tanzania conﬁrmed by
students (from lower-income families) that a
campus with an accessible infrastructure and
proper equipment is essential for their learning
success (Gök, 2016). Finding accessible student
accommodation proved to be the next challenge.
In an example from the Czech Republic, in one
university, the only accessible room in all the
institution’s residences was made available to
one of the disadvantaged students, but only after
some effort. This accommodation was costly
and non-affordable; however, the costs were
halved due to the director of residences (Biewer
et al., 2015).
Negative. Five negative factors inﬂuenced
equity in HE: low academic achievement at high
school; approving the “right type” of the disadvantaged student; “rejection, exclusion and
invisibility”; narrow framing of “gender”; and
respective departments were not very
welcoming.
Student academic achievement at high
school contributes to their performance at university. One study that collected data from 22
universities in the UK reported that prior attainment (high school) is a crucial correlate of
success at university (Wyness, 2016). Further,
Wyness stated that students who are likely to
perform worst at university are disadvantaged
students with weak prior attainment.
The struggle to be accepted in the university
environment will be more challenging for disadvantaged students. In South Africa, for disadvantaged students, especially black students,
approving the “right type” refers to the power
networks within the university ﬁeld. It depends
on who you have close ties with within your
department and the institution (Booi et al.,
2017). The same study stated that their familiarity carefully identiﬁes the “right type” of
candidates with the university’s existing ‘way of
doing things and whether their embodied dispositions reﬂect the dominant white middleclass institutional cultures’. However, the
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“approved” candidates who embody the dominant dispositions are also made to feel excluded,
rejected, and invisible when they attempt to
interrupt the dominant institutional culture of
the university.
Chairpersons’ conception of gender equality
was found, in one study (Wyness, 2016), to be
derived from their understanding of gender as a
concept. To these chairpersons, “gender” was
taken as a synonym of “women” and “gender
inequality” as the disadvantages female students
face. These responses reﬂected a narrow
framing of “gender,” as “gender” is not
“women.” All participants in one study from the
USA expressed how the computer science
culture in their respective departments was not
very welcoming to women, and even less so to
African American women (Pitman, 2016).
Student level
Positive. Four factors inﬂuenced equity at the
student level: engagement; reﬂection; learning
impediments; and high school performance.
One study in Australia (Alauddin et al.,
2016) used three dimensions—engagement,
reﬂection, and learning impediments—as determinant factors in student study practices in
HE. Engagement, which refers to the formal
teaching and learning process. University entry
score positively affected engagement, and students aged 20–25 years were more engaged than
those younger than 20 years.
The reﬂection focused on students’ inclination towards reﬂection on probable causes that
might have made a difference in their academic
performance or learning outcomes. Upper undergraduates demonstrated a lower propensity
towards reﬂection than lower undergraduates.
Learning impediments in terms of language
difﬁculty and the theoretical or conceptual underpinning of application to study. Disadvantaged students from a non-English-speaking
background faced higher learning impediments
than students from an English-speaking
background.
High school performance was shown to
signiﬁcantly inﬂuence key dimensions of
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students’ study habits well into their university
years. One study stated that the performance at
grade level 12 had signiﬁcant inﬂuences on
crucial dimensions of students’ study habits well
into their university years (Alauddin et al.,
2016).

Discussion
This review aimed to provide a more comprehensive overview of the factors inﬂuencing
either access or equity in HE. In general, more
factors were reported by studies affecting access
rather than equity. In analyzing and structuring
these factors, this study complemented a study
by Jensen (2011) that analyzed access to HE in
terms of student retention. He identiﬁed factors
under three levels: individual, institutional, and
social/external. This study divided the factors
into four levels: government, university; education before university; and individual. Based
on 40 factors in this review, the most factors are
at the university level (18 factors), student level
(15 factors), national level (four factors), and the
fewest factors are at the education before university level (three factors).
We need to highlight that the results presented in this study are (not only) from European America and Australian countries (82%).
So this article presents universal ﬁndings from
western countries. Moreover, there are other
papers which are less in number (18%) from
Africa and Asia countries. Several reasons may
be that western (developed) countries may have
pre-existing policies and programs than developing countries to increase access to higher
education. Developed countries generally have
a fairly strong capital both in terms of funding
and infrastructure.
The results of this study that presents
structured factors (from government, university,
pre-university, individual level) are in line with
the concept of Bourdieu who provides a conceptual framework that stands to contribute
important insights into the mechanisms underlying educational inequality.
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Bourdieu (1997) delineates three fundamental forms of capital: economic capital,
which is readily convertible; social capital,
which is comprised of “social obligations” or
“connections”; and cultural capital or “cultural
competences,” which can be embodied (internalized and intangible), objectiﬁed (cultural
products), and institutionalized (ofﬁcially accredited). Bourdieu (1997) sees the forms of
capital as mutually constitutive in that economic
capital affords the time and resources for investment in the development of children’s
cultural capital, which is associated with future
educational and occupational success and, in
turn, contributes to the accumulation of economic capital.
Habitus is the learned set of preferences or
dispositions by which a person orients to the
social world. It is a system of durable, transposable, cognitive “schemata or structures of
perception, conception and action” (Bourdieu,
2002: 27). Habitus is rooted in family upbringing (socialization within the family) and
conditioned by one’s position in the social
structure. Bourdieu termed it “socialized subjectivity” or subjectivity conditioned by structural circumstances. Habitus shapes the
parameters of people’s sense of agency and
possibility; it entails perceptual schemes of
which ends and means are reasonable given that
individual’s particular position in a stratiﬁed
society.
It is striking that many of the factors seem to be
related to the role of social support (by peers, by
family, by teachers, by university ofﬁcers, and via
programs). Social support emerged as crucial for
both access and equity. Most of the previous research, especially large-scale quantitative studies
on access and equity, did not emphasize this factor
in their ﬁndings. This review found the social
support factor at three levels: the pre-university
education level; the university level; and the
student level. At each level, peers, teachers (including tutors and counselors), and family support
(including external family members) played a
signiﬁcant role in giving students motivation,
encouragement, guidance, and ﬁnancial support.
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Our conclusions are related to the outcomes
of the “What works” project, involving 22
higher education institutes in the UK, which
aimed to facilitate an effective transition to
higher education. “What works” identiﬁed the
importance of student engagement and belonging. Student engagement enables belonging
through supportive peer relations and meaningful interactions with staff, thus developing
knowledge, conﬁdence, and identity of students
as successful HE learners and providing an HE
experience relevant to students’ interests and
future goals (Thomas, 2013).
According to Tinto (1987), a successful
transition from one educational level to the next
depends on whether students manage to connect
to the new educational environment. This
conclusion corresponds with reasons provided
by students themselves for their drop-out.
Tinto’s integration model describes the transition from secondary to higher education. In his
opinion, students’ behavior after this transition
mainly depends on whether students manage to
adapt to the new environment. In this respect, he
makes a distinction between “academic integration” and “social integration.” The importance of both factors and especially social
integration is found in our study as well. The key
to effective retention of students is in a strong
commitment to quality education and the
building of a strong sense of inclusive educational and social community and cultural capital
on campus (Tinto, 1987).
It was striking that only a few studies on
equity emerged in our review. There might be
several reasons why there seemed to be more
attention for access than equity. First, there
may be more policy interest for access than
equity so far (Jia and Ericson, 2017; Leach,
2013): the priority may have been getting
disadvantaged student groups from preuniversity education into the university. This
could explain the emphasis on factors for access at the government and the pre-university
education level. Later, the focus switched to
how different groups are treated in the university itself, leading to more attention for
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equity factors at the university and the student
level.
Thomas (2014) stated that despite the initiatives to improve access to HE, it is less clear
how the teaching and learning challenges and
opportunities created by increased numbers of
students from disadvantaged backgrounds are
being managed. Furthermore, he stated that if
these challenges are not addressed effectively,
the beneﬁts produced by the initiatives mentioned above may be lost if university teaching
alienates students from disadvantaged backgrounds. To overcome this, perhaps the university should consider using a Universal
Design for Learning (UDL) that prioritizes the
needs of all potential users from the start. The
UDL approach to instruction includes three
principles: (a) multiple means of engagement,
(b) multiple means of representation, and (c)
multiple means of action and expression; UDL
is designed to meet the unique needs of all
learners through challenging instruction that is
both ﬂexible and varied (Hitchcock et al., 2002;
Rose et al., 2010; Rose and Strangman, 2007).
In addition, the lecturer also needs to consider
Inclusive Practice as a teaching approach is also
needed to recognize the differences between
students and use this to ensure that all students
can access educational content and participate
fully in their learning.
Moreover, much research on access and
equity in HE might be more practical, contextual, or local and related to evaluating education
policies or programs at the national or institutional levels (Childs and Stromquist, 2015;
Thomas, 2014; Wyness 2016). Part of the research is likely to be reported in the gray literature (e.g., national reports, policy
documents), which was not part of this review
but might have delivered additional factors
inﬂuencing access and equity at the different
levels. In addition, research on access often
focused at all levels distinguished in our review
(as shown by the ﬁndings mentioned above). In
contrast, equity research seemed to focus on the
primary process (and less at the policy level): it
was often conducted at either the university
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level or individual level or a combination of
both levels.

Limitation and further research
As said, there were limited studies in this review
that discussed both access and equity at the same
time (8%), while in contrast, 67% of the sources
focused on access. Therefore, it is hard to make
speciﬁc links between or draw conclusions
across both topics. That 8% (three articles) that
did include both reﬂected on the ﬁndings discussed in this article (Booi et al., 2017; Thomas,
2014; Tuomi et al., 2015). Hence, future studies
should focus on access to HE and equity and
ideally include both topics, for example, by
following students from the entrance to the
university up to and including their graduation.
Several characteristics or variables may refer
to students from disadvantaged backgrounds.
Most of the articles reviewed in this study referred to one speciﬁc group of students.
Therefore, it may be exciting and relevant to
follow a disadvantaged group during their trajectory of entering and going through the HE
process, so the complete journey from secondary school until the university can be captured. In addition, it might be relevant to include
both quantitative and qualitative data in such a
study, as many of the studies in the review
typically used only one type of data, leading to a
less complete picture of the processes in equity
and access.
The focus of our research has been on factors
that have been proven to support or hinder
access and equity, respectively. Factors that had
a neutral impact were not taken into account
explicitly. We suggest having research that focuses on factors that have a neutral impact on
future research.
Articles that we discussed in this study encompassed the period between 2014 until 2018.
After 2018, several important events occurred
that potentially affected access and equity to
higher education in different countries, such as
the covid-19 pandemic and Brexit. Therefore,
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for the future we suggest to conduct a review on
this topic, including the period post 2018.
The results of this study are limited to results
from three continents, namely, Europe, America, and Australia. Therefore, we suggest having
a study that compares more deeply the differences between countries in the continent.
In general, most factors (66.7%) relate to
access than equity. Financial factors still seem to
be the main obstacle to continuing their studies
in higher education, this factor appears at several levels in the access part. Two factors that
appear in both access and equity are academic
achievement and the role of teaching staff (including teachers, lecturers, and mentors). It
seems that if a student has good academic
performance in pre-university education, they
are more likely to do well in university as well.
For the role of teaching staff, because this research related to access was carried out with
some background of the disadvantaged student,
the role of teaching staff becomes very crucial in
both access and equity. Students need the help of
these teaching staff both to continue their studies
in university and to successfully study in
university.

Recommendation
Based on the fact that social support seemed to
be an overarching factor across levels in our
study and both equity and access, it is recommended that national policy and institutional
policy focus more on improving the opportunity
for student learning success at the university.
Mentoring programs could follow these policies. Knowing that social support is signiﬁcant,
it is wise to create a support system that includes
several actors, such as students, teachers,
managerial level, and university administrative
staff.

Implication
The implication of the location (origin of the
article) is that developed countries, in general,
already have policies and programs to increase
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access to higher education. This may be because
developed countries have sufﬁcient capital to
support policies and programs to increase access
to higher education.
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Disability Research/Revue Européenne de Recherche sur le Handicap 9(4): 278–289.
Booi M, Vincent L and Liccardo S (2017) Counting
on demographic equity to transform institutional
cultures at historically white South African
universities? Higher Education Research &
Development 36(3): 498–510.
Borooah VK (2017) Measuring inequality of access
to higher education in India. Journal of Quantitative Economics 15(2): 241–263.
Bourdieu P (1997) The forms of capital. In: Halsey
AH, Lauder H, Brown P, et al. (eds) Education:
Culture, Economy, Society. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 46–58.
Bourdieu P (2002) Habitus. In: Hillier J and Rooksby
E (eds) Habitus: A Sense of Place. Burlington,
VT: Ashgate, 27–34.
Charleston LJ, George PL, Jackson JF, et al. (2014)
Navigating underrepresented STEM spaces:
Experiences of Black women in US computing
science higher education programs who actualize success. Journal of Diversity in Higher
Education 7(3): 166.
Childs P and Stromquist NP (2015) Academic and
diversity consequences of afﬁrmative action in
Brazil. Compare: A Journal of Comparative and
International Education 45(5): 792–813.
Christie M, O’Neill M, Rutter K, et al. (2017) Understanding why women are under-represented
in Science, Technology, Engineering and
Mathematics (STEM) within higher education: a
regional case study. Production 27(SPE).
Dan NL and Mino T (2016) Student diversity augments studying sustainability in higher education. Journal of Education for Sustainable
Development 10(1): 38–53.
David SA (2016) Social responsiveness of higher
education: access, equity and social justice.
Rupkatha Journal on Interdisciplinary Studies
in Humanities 8(4): 181–193. http://rupkatha.
com/V8/n4/v8n420.pdf
Devlin M (2009) Indigenous higher education student
equity: focusing on what works. The Australian
Journal of Indigenous Education 38(1): 1–8.

Wanti et al.
Dias D (2015) Has massiﬁcation of higher education
led to more equity? Clues to a reﬂection on
Portuguese education arena. International
Journal of Inclusive Education 19(2): 103–120.
Eggins H. (2010) Introduction: access and equity: the
issues. In Access and Equity: Comparative Perspectives. Rotterdam/Boston/Taipei: Sense Publishers, 1–7. https://brill.com/view/title/36614
Elliott G (2018) Widening higher education participation in rural communities in England: an
anchor institution model. International Review
of Education 64(1): 65–84.
Evans C and Donnelly M (2018) Deterred by debt?
Young people, schools and the escalating cost of
UK higher education. Journal of Youth Studies
21(9): 1267–1282.
Gök E (2016) The Turkish higher education system
from the kaleidoscope of Martin Trow. Egitim Ve
Bilim
41(184):
147–168.
https://www.
researchgate.net/publication/301704591_The_
Turkish_Higher_Education_System_from_the_
Kaleidoscope_of_Martin_Trow
Harper SR, Patton LD and Wooden OS (2009) Access
and equity for African American students in
higher education: a critical race historical analysis
of policy efforts. The Journal of Higher Education 80(4): 389–414.
Hitchcock C., Meyer A., Rose D., Jackson R., and
Brief N. (2002) Technical Brief Access, Participation. and Progress in the General
Curriculum.
James R (2007) Social Equity in a Mass, Globalised
Higher Education Environment: The Unresolved Issue of Widening Access to University.
Melbourne: University of Melbourne, Centre for
the Study of Higher Education, Vol. 18.
Jensen U. (2011) Factors Inﬂuencing Student Retention in Higher Education. Summary of Inﬂuential Factors in Degree Attainment and
Persistence to Career or Further Education for
At-Risk/High Educational Need Students, Paciﬁc Policy Research Center. Honolulu, HI:
Kamehameha Schools–Research & Evaluation
Division.
Jerrim J and Vignoles A (2015) University access for
disadvantaged children: a comparison across
countries. Higher Education 70(6): 903–921.

17
Jia Q and Ericson DP (2017) Equity and access to
higher education in China: lessons from Hunan
province for university admissions policy. International Journal of Educational Development 52: 97–110.
Kearney J and Glen M (2017) The effects of citizenship and ethnicity on the education pathways
of Paciﬁc youth in Australia. Education, Citizenship and Social Justice 12(3): 277–289.
Leach L (2013). Participation and equity in higher
education: are we going back to the future?
Oxford Review of Education 39(2): 267–286.
Lynch J, Walker-Gibbs B and Herbert S (2015)
Moving beyond a ‘bums-on-seats’ analysis of
progress towards widening participation: reﬂections on the context, design, and evaluation
of an Australian government-funded mentoring
program. Journal of Higher Education Policy
and Management 37(2): 144–158.
Menon ME (1998) Factors inﬂuencing the demand
for higher education: the case of cyprus.
HigherEducation 35(3): 251–266
Moher D, Liberati A, Tetzlaff J, et al. (2009)
Preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses: The PRISMA
statement. PLOS Medicine 6(7): e1000097.
https://doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.1000097
Monks J (2018) Institutional variation in enrollment
of low-income students. Journal of Student
Financial Aid 48(1): 4.
Morley L (2010) Gender equity in higher education:
challenges and celebrations. International Encyclopedia of Education 629–635. DOI: 10.
1016/B978-0-08-044894-7.00110-X
Negrón-Gonzales G (2017) Constrained inclusion:
access and persistence among undocumented
community college students in California’s
Central Valley. Journal of Hispanic Higher
Education 16(2): 105–122.
Pitman T (2016) Understanding ‘fairness’ in student
selection: are there differences, and does it make
a difference anyway? Studies in Higher Education 41(7): 1203–1216.
Rose DH, Gravel JW, and Domings YM (2010) UDL
Unplugged: The role of technology in UDL.
UDL intersections: Universal design for
learning and digital technology.

18
Rose DH, and Strangman N (2007) Universal design
for learning: Meeting the challenge of individual
learning differences through a neurocognitive
perspective. Universal access in the information
society 5(4): 381–391.
Staples M and Niazi M (2007) Experiences using
systematic review guidelines. Journal of Systems and Software 80(9): 1425–1437.
Teplitsky PE and Uswak GS (2014) The University of
Saskatchewan’s aboriginal equity access program in dentistry. Journal of Dental Education
78(2): 181–186.
Thatcher SMB (1999) The contextual importance of
diversity: the impact of relational demography
and team diversity on individual performance
and satisfaction. Performance Improvement
Quarterly 12(1): 97–112.
Thomas G (2014) Closing the policy–practice gap for
low-SES students in higher education: the
pedagogical challenge. Higher Education Research & Development 33(4): 807–820.
Thomas L (2013) What works? Facilitating an effective transition into higher education. Widening
Participation and Lifelong Learning 14(1): 4–24.
Tinto V (1987) Leaving college: Rethinking the
causes and cures of student attrition. Chicago,
IL: University of Chicago Press.
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